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New Orleans, Louisiana is world famous as a "Creole City." Since the eighteenth
century visitors have written about the "Creole" population of the city, its "Creole" cuisine
and its "Creole" language. However, what makesNew Orleans "Creole?" What does the
term Creole mean? How is the term used? Why is the term used? These questions have
answers, which have roots in the 18th century Louisiana. The period when New Orleans
started "dovwi the road" to becoming the "Creole City."
The term "creole" is linguistic anomaly whose varied meaning continues to be
currently debated. Some etymologists are of the viewpoint that the English word "Creole"
is derived from the French word creole.^ Creole, in turn, is considered to be a derivation
of the Portuguese word crioulo.^ The Spanish criollo is also considered by some to be a
derivation of the Portuguese word.^ However, according to most scholars, the earliest use
of the word "Creole" can be found in Spanish documents.'* In 1590, J.P. Acosta's Historia
naturaly moral de las Indias, the term refers to Spaniards bom in the "NewWorld.*
' Ulysses Ricard, An Address on Creole Folklore andHistory. (New Orleans:






However, in 1602, Garcilaso de la Vega, in his Historia general de Peru, states that
"Creole" was invented by Africans to describe other Africans bom in the Western
Hemisphere, and used to distinguish them from Africans bom inGuia.*
What is certain about the term, is that in most cases it has referred to individuals of
African or European descent, who were native to certain regions of the world: Africa,
Central and Latin America, Caribbean, Louisiana and other localities along the Gulfof
Mexico.^ This term particularly applied to individuals in areas ofWest Africa and several
islands in the Indian Ocean off the coast ofAfrica.* It also often refers to contacts
between French and African peoples. Linguists also use the term to refer to the type of
language which often developed in these areas.
How the term is used in certain regions presents other problems. In contemporary
Louisiana, the word is often the topic of debate and discussion; it has been redefined over
time in response to changes in the social and ethnic climate. These problems in usage
originated in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. Socially the term "Creole"
has been re-defined by several people. Some scholars treat term "Creole" gingerly, giving
the etymology of the word "the diminutive criollo, derived from the Spanish ”criar”, to
beget.’ Perhaps the word primarily signified the colonial-bom child ofEuropean heritage,
as distinguished from the offspring of the Conquistadors by enslaved women, either Native
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word "crioulo”, meaning an enslaved Afncan bom in the "Western Hemisphere." In
various French and Spanish colonies, the term "Creole" or "Criolld" was used to
distinguish betweeen those enslaved Africans, who were bora in Africa and those whom
were bom in the European colonies." Note: in the English Atlantic colonies, the term
"Country bom" had the same meaning as "Creole." The term "Creole" was also a term
that related to non-Africans during Latin America's struggle for independence." Those
who were part of the European colonial "Creole elite", changed the meaning from that of
being "mixed race", to that ofhaving European descent and being bora in the Americas."
The "native-born" elite ofLatin America was considered by Spaniards incapable of
self-rule partially, because of its ethnically diverse heritage.’**
In New Orleans, the term "Creole" as applied to non-Africans, was used in reference
to those ofFrench or Spanish ancestry; or born in the colony." The issue of "racial"
separation among Europeans, was not infused into the social formation ofNew Orleans,
until the American acquisition ofLouisiana (1803). This is when the European "Creoles"
ofNew Orleans separated themselves from the "Americans." The "Creoles" viewed their
neighbors as "commoners" and "bullies", and had no desire to intermingle with them."
These European "Creoles" used the word "creole" as entitlement to social rank and for
" Ibid., 15.
" Arnold R. Hirsch& Joseph Logsdon, Creole New Orleans: Race and
Americanization. (Baton Rouge, LA; Louisiana State University Press, 1992), 60.
" Sister Frances JeromeWoods, C.D.P. Marginality andIdentity: A Colored
Creole Family Through Ten Generations. (Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana
State University Press, 1972), 10.
"Ibid., 10.
"Hirsch & Logsdon, Ibid., 60.
"Woods, Ibid., 10.
"John Churchill Chase, Frenchmen, Desire, Good Children andOther Streets
ofNew Orleans. (New York: Collier Books, 1979), 85.
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distinction from Africans. It was at this time, the definition of "Creole" again changed. As
previously stated the term "Creole", had applied to those persons bom in the colony. If
this was the classification ofthe term, it would also include "Americans" bom in the
colony. To continue their exclusiveness, the definition was altered, to have reference to
only those who had direct European ancestry.
When reference is made to the "Creoles" ofNew Orleans, one usually depicts persons
of "mixed" ancestry. There the term "Creole" was used to separate those enslaved
Africans, who were bom in the colonies, from those Africans who were bom in Africa.
Concerning the term's relationship with Louisiana, the traditional use of the word "Creole"
had reference to children ofAfrican or "racially mixed" parents who were bom in
Louisiana." New Orleans, unlike many other colonies in the Diaspora, stressed the issue
ofcolor as an aspect ofAfrican "Creoles." However, the African "Creole" was of the
opinion, that he or she had privilege to claim his or her European heritage. These African
"Creoles" defined the term to mean "racially mixed", enforced endogamous marriage
among their own group and distinguished themselves from Anglo-Afro-Americans.'*
Eventually, the African "Creoles", more than the European "Creoles", would continue to
maintain certain social and cultural aspects ofbeing "Creole."
These African "Creoles" were also referred to as les gens de coleur litre, "free people
of color", the term given them by French colonists." New Orleans, perhaps, had the
'’Virginia R. Dominguez, White ByDefinition. (New Bmnswick, NJ: Rutgers
University Press, 1986), 122.
'‘Gwendolyn Midlo Hall, Africans In Colonial Louisiana: The Development of
Afro-Creole Culture In The Eighteenth Century. (Baton Rouge, LA; Louisiana
State University Press, 1992), 158.
'"James Haskins, The Creoles ofColor ofNew Orleans. (New York: Thomas Y.
Crowell Company, 1975), 20.
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largest population of "free people of color" in the United States. Though many lived in
the outlying parishes throughout Southern Louisiana, New Orleans was the center where
they developed their own influential leaders. Eventually, they referred to themselves as
"Creoles of color" and later as just the term "Creoles." These "Afro-Creoles" were
instrumental in the development of the city ofNew Orleans. These "Creole" leaders
asssisted in shaping the social, economic and legal history of the city and state. This
history consisted ofdistinct periods: French Colonialism (1731-1762), Spanish
Colonialism (1762-1802), the American Period (1803-1860), Civil War and
Reconstruction (1860-1890), Jim Crow Period (1890-1968) and the Present Condition.^
These periods describe the origins and progression of the "politics of color" in New
Orleans. This whole process of the development of "Afro-Creole" culture in New Orleans
gave birth to a system of politics in New Orleans, which is based on the "color" of one's
skin. Unlike the separation that occurs between Euro-Americans and Afro-American, this
"politics of color" was based upon the "color" of one's skin within the New Orleans'
Afro-American community.
“Mary Gehman, The Free People OfColor OfNew Orleans. (New Orleans;
Margaret Media Inc., 199), 18.
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Chapter!
French and Spanish Colonialism
Founding of New Orleans
The society which developed in Southern Louisiana during the eighteenth century, can
be certainly described as "Creole." This term is used by many anthropologists,
ethnographers, linguists and historians, to describe whay occurs when different cultures,
languages and ethnic groups come into contact. This process of "creolization" results in
blending of different cultures and languages, to produce a "new" culture and language.
Europeans' contact with Native Americans and later with Africans contributed to this
process.
The colony was first claimed, for King Louis XIV ofFrance, in 1699.' However, the
charter was given to the Company of theWest (later called the Company of the Indies),
for populating and developing Louisiana.^ Historians generally agree, that several hundred
enslaved Africans by the Company of the West, were responsible for pulling the remote
French outpost through those troubled years. Jean Baptiste Lemoyne, Sieur de Bienville,
a French Canadian, was named director general of the colony, by Company proprietor
John Law.^ It took Bienville several years to make the swampy, mosquito invested area
environment into a habitable settlement. Bienville established the settlement Nouvelle
'Mary Gehman, Free People OfColor OfNew Orleans. (New Orleans; Margaret




Orleans (New Orleans), named in honor of the Duke of Orleans, a strong supporter of the
colonial company.'* This site on the Mississippi River was already a well established
trading post for various indigenous (Native American) peoples. Bienville wanted to
develop the area into a thriving French port city.
The first two decades of the city ofNew Orleans, after its official founding in 1718,
were tumultous and chaotic.’ The French company neglected to import women to the
colony for the first two decades, for the men in Bienville's charge.® This ensured that
miscegenation would occur with Native American populations, which were later
decimated by warfare, disease and other ills, and with enslaved Afiicans. This expedient
was greatly aided by several hundred Afncans, brought in 1719 on cargo ships from West
Afiica.’ French and English colonies in the Caribbean, had already established the
institution of slavery as a source for efficient laborers. Some enslaved Africans arrived
from these other colonies, however, the majority came directly fi’om West Ainca; through
the Senegal concession held by the Company ofthe Indies.* Conditions prevailing during
the earliest stage of colonization, molded "Creole" culture. This was done through a
process ofblending and adaptation of cultural materials, brought by the enslaved Afiicans,
who were introduced first. This founding contingent of enslaved Africans was strategic,
since newcomers must adjust to the language they encounter.
'‘Ibid., 8.
’Ibid., 8.
®Anna Shannon Elfenbein, Women On the Color Line: Evolving Stereotypes and
the Writings ofGeorge Washington Cable, Grace King, Kate Chopin. (Charlottesville,
VA; University Press ofVirginia, 1989) 14.
^Gwendolyn Midlo Hall, Africans In Colonial Louisiana: The Development of
Afro-Creole Culture In the Eighteenth Century. (Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State
University Press, 1992) 160.
*Ibid., 160.
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Native Americans were also captured and enslaved in those early years, but they often
escaped, compared to Afiicans who could not easily escape, because they were not
familiar with the region. Native Americans were considered unsuitable by the French, for
the type of labor required. The French colonial government was persuaded, that enslaved
Africans were the answer to the regions' economic problems. Although some Africans
made attempts to ally with Native Americans, the majority continued to exist within their
enslaved condition. Accustomed to the hot and humid climate and having natural immunity
from some the worst diseases that claimed the lives ofEuropeans, these Africans survived
the first gruelling years in Louisiana. They were skilled in building and repairing ships,
sailing, cutting and laying stone, ironworking, woodworking and the cultivation ofcrops
and cattle. These Africans were responsible for much of the intense labor that built the
colony.
The French maintaned a heavy military presence in the colony to control central North
America, from the British in the east and the Spanish to the south and west. Attracting
European families to the colony was difficult. Some of the earliest settlers were French
convicts, ofiered freedom if they sail for the new colony. However, more "respectable"
French immigrants opted for the promise of a new life in Louisiana. Enslaved Africans
were sought for their skills in cultivating rice, tobacco and indigo; these soon became
staples shipped through New Orleans' port.®
From the beginning ofNew Orleans there were some un-enslaved Africans who
arrived either from the Caribbean or France.’” Records of these "free people ofcolor"
®Ibid., 161.
’”Gehman, The Free People OfColor. 14.
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indicate that they also held professional positions, had access to the justice of colonial
court and owned property." Their "Creole" descendants would benefit fi’om these
advantages. These rights were stated in the code noir or Black Code, introduced in 1724,
prescribed how masters should treat the enslaved Africans; under what conditions freedom
should be granted; and the rights of a person once freed." Contrary to British Law
regarding slavery, the French code granted enslaved Africans the right to a religious
(Catholic) education, redress in the colonial court for mistreatment by a master and
opportunities to be hired out by a master or to hire oneselfout for wages." Marriage of
enslaved Afncans were recognized by the church, their children were baptized in the
church and these families were not to be separated through sale,” Marriage was allowed
because of the limited arrival of enslaved Afncans to the colony and the uneven
distribution ofenslaved Afncans to French settlers. The allowance of families ensured that
children were bom to replenish the enslaved population.
One can argue that in early New Orleans enslaved Afncans generally enjoyed better
circumstances than those in other parts of theWestern Hemisphere. There were no huge
plantations or industries that required the work ofmany laborers. Many of the enslaved
Afncans who arrived to the colony would only labor for the leaders ofthe colony and their
primary work was to build the city. These early conditions greatly contibuted to the
esatablishment of "Afro-Creole" culture in New Orleans. The protection under French
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mortality ofAfricans, who unwillingly migrated to French Louisiana, did not result in
fragmentation and demoralization.’* Instead, it facilitated the emergence of a particularly
coherent, functional, well integrated, autonomous and self-confident enslaved African
community.’* Those enslaved Africans who managed to survive the unwilling migration,
deprivations ofwarfare and famine during the first decades of the colony lived to be quite
old.” The presence ofAfiican parents and grandparents living on the same estate as their
"Creole" descendants throughout the French colonial period further "Africanized" New
Orleans' "Creole" culture.’* Africans in the Southern Louisiana area, were from a single
region, the Senegal River basin.’” Unlike the Anglo-American Colonies, which had more
divese Afiican ethnic groups. New Orleans had a very mono-ethnic enslaved society. This
concentration ofmono-ethnic Africans on a relatively few estates facilitated the
preservation and adaptation ofAfrican cultural patterns. This early "Creole" family was
scrupulously protected in practice as well as in law.
Once "free", according to the Black Code, "free persons ofcolor" were granted the
rights of full citzenship, except for three crucial exceptions: they could not vote, hold
public office or marry a European person.“ Since all non-Europeans had to carry proof of
either ownership by a European or proof of freedom, "free people of color" were expected
to carry passes identifying their status.^’ Through the years there were additional rules
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Certain things "free people of color" were permitted to do remained constant and even
more significant, for they could conduct business, invest and lend out money, purchase
and own enslaved Africans, attend French social institutions such as church, the theater
and the opera.“ They could live and build houses anywhere they chose, open schools to
educate their children and conduct their own dances, balls and social gatherings.^
A very important event, the Natchez Massacre or NatchezWar, ended the era of the
Company of the Indies in 1730 .^ The French company was in serious financial problems,
so the company was reorganized.^ This new configuration, refused to recognize the
Native American nations' rights to their lands. The Natchez Peoples refused to surrender
their lands. So with the assistance of escaped Africans, they attacked a local French
community. A detachment ofmany free Africans and enslaved Africans, were sent to
rescue the French settlement. However, after the Native Americans had been defeated,
many were massacred after surrendering to the French military. In the aftermath of the
war, Africans who had escaped the massacre planned a revolt. Their attempt was foiled
and the conspirators were executed, on the other hand, for their French service during the
war many Africans were given their freedom.
The French Colonial Period
New Orleans under French rule was a permeable frontier village with a small often
dwindling European population. Europeans' survival depended on maintaining good
relations with France's Native American allies and the labor and military skills of its
'"Ibid., 15.
“Ibid., 15.
Hall, Africans In Colonial Louisiana. 100.
“Ibid., 100.
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enslaved African and "Creole" inhabitants. The French bureaucratic elite controlled the
colony, whereas, the majority ofFrench colonists went hungry and naked. Although one
may think of enslaved Africans as a culturally and linguistically divided population and the
European colonists as powerful and homogenous, the French ofLouisiana were far from a
coherent, self-conscious class of "slaveowners."
Almost all the enslaved Africans brought to Louisiana under French rule, came directly
from Africa and arrived during a twelve year period, following the arrival of the first ship
transporting enslaved Africans in 1719.^’ Very few enslaved Africans were brought to
French Louisiana after 1731 .^* As mentioned, the majority ofenslaved Africans came
directly from Africa and were primarily from the Senegambia region because the French
Company of the Indies held exclusive trading rights at the Sengal concession. Linguistic
as well as historical evidence has established that the Louisiana "creole" language was
created by the early Africans and not imported from the French islands.^ This language
became a vital part of the identity not only of "Afro-Creoles" but ofmany Europeans of all
classes.
In 1731 Louisiana as a colony returned to the administration of the French King and a
period of relatively stable commercial and social development followed.^® Enslaved
Africans continued to do much of the physical labor required for building and sustaining
the city. They also supplied most of the food for the city. It was during this time of rapid
“Ibid., 159.
^^Gehman, Free People OfColor. 9.
“Ibid., 9.
“Ulysses Ricard, Address On Creole Folklore andHistory. (New Orleans; Tulane
University, 1993) 6.
“Gehman, Free People OfColor. See pp. 20-36 for excellent discussion on the
development of "Creole" culture during Spanish colonialism in New Orleans.
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development for the city that a significant number of'free” Africans appeared and the
term lesgens de coleur litre or "free people of color" was first used.^' The term "free
Black" was also known, but it generally referred to a person ofAfrican descent recently
freed. "Free people of color" meant those persons who were bom into freedom. Not
unlike children ofmany immigrants of the time, they were quickly assimilated into the
dominant French culture. They were of the opinion that they were removed from the
experience of their parents: that of slavery and an African identity.
Their parents had won their freedom through several channels; they had purchased it,
they has fought for it, or they had won it as a favor from a "master" or "mistress." The
Black Code, allowed for enslaved Africans to hire themselves out, or be hired out by their
"masters" for various jobs. Most of the salary went to the "master." If an agreement had
been made between the two parties, the enslaved African would keep a portion of the
salary. "Masters" encouraged enslaved Africans to learn marketable skills and hire
themselves out. This meant not only more income for the "master", but also greater
incentive for enslaved Africans to work and support themselves. Sometimes a fmgal
enslaved Afiican could eventually earn the price estimated to be his or her value and offer
the amount for his or her freedom. Few enslaved Africans accomplished this during the
French period, but the custom became fairly common during the Spanish reign. It was
also common throughout the history of slavery in New Orleans, for elderly enslaved
Africans who had served well and were unable to work long hours, to be manumitted.
Also their are accounts of a master or mistress, upon his or her death-bed, granting
freedom to enslaved Africans. Efforts were made to keep families together, a women
^’Ibid., pp. 20-36.
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usually received her children's "freedom" with her own and often spouses were "freed"
together.
Since food was in short supply during the French period, enslaved Africans were
encouraged to grow their own gardens and hunt and fish for their daily food. Frequent
surpluses could be shared with others, or more likely sold or traded at open markets.
Although markets within the city were closely regulated and most "masters" demanded an
accouting ofthe sale ofgoods by enslaved Afncans. Place des Negres, now Congo
Square was a where Africans could gather on Sundays and sell their goods.^^ This market
operated outside city regulations and was probably a major source of private income for
enslaved Africans as well as "free" persons. AtPlace de Negres, Africans would also
meet there to dance and sing. In 1760, this market was renamed Congo Square and drew
spectators every Sunday from across the city.’^ No other place in North America provided
such a cultural haven for Africans in the early years of enslavement, nor gave them the
opportunity to practice and preserve their native languages and customs.
However, slavery in New Orleans of course was just as harsh in comparison to other
regions. There was a high number of runaways, because of the hard labor with little rest,
malnutrition and abuse by "masters." The economy was stagnant, causing difficulties for
entrepreneurial Africans. However, Europeans were seriously outnumbered by
non-Europeans and survival was a priority ofall groups in New Orleans. So a middle
stratum of "free people ofcolor" with ambition and "know-how", were poised to become




occupation were competent, needed, and far from powerless. It was these early Africans
during French colonization that shaped "Creole" culture in New Orleans.
The Spanish Colonial Period
The Seven Years' War ofFrance against England, 1754-1763, imposed even more
severe economic restrictions on the French colony ofLouisiana, while trade with France
and other parts ofEurope were cut off.^ The Peace ofParis, signed in 1763, gave
Louisiana to Spain and opened a new era for the city ofNew Orleans. French citizens
who had settled in New Orleans, were of the view that they had been betrayed. The
Louisiana Territory had been cut up and reduced to the land west of the Mississippi River
as Spanish Louisiana, while Britain claimed the land east of the river as Florida. People in
New Orleans, became subjects of the King of Spain, the French King Louis XV's, cousin
was the Spanish King Charles III. This change threatened the colonists language, culture
and customs.
For enslaved Africans and "free people of color", the change posed problems of
uncertainty as to how the Spanish Black Code and treatment, would differ from the
French. "Free people of color" were cut off from trade and communication with family
and friends in St. Domingue, the French colony in the Caribbean, presently known as
Haiti. Resistance to the establishment of a Spanish regime in New Orleans was strong.
New laws were established, based on the laws in the other Spanish colonies. The Spanish
were reputed to be more "liberal" than the French, and the new laws reflected that. Since
some French families returned to France, or moved to the Caribbean without "freeing" the
enslaved Africans, he or she could petition for "freedom" after living independent of his or
^Ibid., pp. 20-36.
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her "master" for ten years. Enslaved Afncans who performed special duties for the
Spanish were manumitted, as were those who married "free" persons. The right of
coartacion was introduced, whereby "freedom" could be purchased even if a "master"
strongly oppossed it.“ There were also rules forbidding mistreatment ofenslaved
Africans, even a law that afforded "freedom" to women, whose "masters" had hired them
out as prostitutes. The Spanish period gave enslaved Afncans and "free people of color"
more security and rights than any under any other regime. "Free people ofcolor" were
invited to serve in the militia, they could communicate openly with enslaved persons and
even "buy and sell" them. Many "free people of color" "owned" enslaved Afncans in a
greater proportion than did Europeans. These "free" persons were protected by Spanish
law from arbitrary searches or ill treatment by the police. Although the Spanish code
forbade "intermarriage" ofAfricans and Europeans, the rules could be bent in cases of
"mulattoes" who "passed for white." Many Spaniards, looked like "free people ofcolor."
The presence in Louisiana of a large "free colored class" made the total identification of
Afncans with slavery impossible.
During the Spanish regime, the numbers of newly arriving enslaved Afiicans increased.
Distinctions were made between enslaved "Creoles", those bom in the Caribbean and
Louisiana and Afiicans who had arrived directly from Africa. With improvements in
commerce and business and the opening of the Mississippi River to trade, all people began
to experience a more stable lifestyle. Spanish was declared the official language;
communication in business law and journalism was bilingual; but French remained the
”lbid., pp. 20-36.
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language of the people. Customs, traditions and cuisine were only superficially influenced
by the new rulers. Many Spanish men married French women and "free women of color."
However, institutionalized "mulatto" concubinage had developed in only one place in
the United States, in New Orleans, under the influence of Spanish and French colonists.
As a result ofgenerations ofbreeding "light-skin" merchandise for a wealthy clientele and
of "interracial" arrangements between "free women ofcolor" and European men, the word
"Negro" was no longer generically applicable. There was for example, a "whole rainbow
of hues of colors" among the prostitutes ofNew Orleans. However, this "mixing"
between the two, failed to produce social equality for the offspring.
During the Spanish rule, two generations of children were bom in New Orleans.
Among the "free people of color", population boomed and many of them acquired
property, started businesses and became leaders in their social circle. Unlike European
men who outnumbered European women in the colony, "free women of color"
outnumbered the "free men of color." This left a large number of "free women of color"
with few prospects ofmarrige. Under these circumstances, many "free women of color"
were involved in liasons with European men. It was accepted for European men to have
children with "free women of color" and support families.
In the Spanish colonies, they developed a listing for the classification of the progeny of
relations between Europeans and Afiicans. Terminology such as: "mulatto" (halfAfrican),
"quadroon" (one quarter African), "octoroon" (one eighth African), "griffe" (three
quarters African, the offspring of an African and "mulatto), "marabon" (considered
between a "grifife" and a "mulatto") and "brique" (having "light skin" with reddish "woolly
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hair).^ It seems that hair texture was considered more important in society than skin
color. These "types” were developed to determine the amount ofEuropean ancestry, that
"colored" persons contained. This developed into a system ofhierachy, based on
appearance, that distinguished the "person of color" from the African. "Breeding"
plantations were often arranged which "bred" and "sold" "colored" women for huge
profit.^* The "quadroon" and "octoroon", were in particular demand by French and
Spanish men.
The "free women of color" involved with French or Spanish men were not technically
mistresses or courtesans. Since those terms would have insinuated promiscuity, she was
referred to in legal records as a concubine.^’' In her community, she was referred to as a
placee, from the French word placer, to place.'" During the Spanish period and on into
the American regime, some generations of "free women of color" were raised with the
expectations of finding a European suitor and rearing families by them. Yet such unions
could not be legalized, nor were their any written contracts. This informal social system
gradually became known asplacage.*^ A woman placed with a European man was
expected to be "faithful" to him until he left or died. Placage created a sense of
independence and power among "free women of color." Many of these "free women of
James Haskins, The Creoles ofColor ofNew Orleans. (New York; Thomas Y.
Crowell Company, 1975), 73.
Aline St. Julien, Colored Creole: Color Conflict And Confusion In New Orleans.
(New Orleans: AhidianaWork Study Center, 1987), 3.
Kathy Russell, Midge Wilson & Ronald Hall, The Color Complex: The Politics of
Skin ColorAmongAfrican-Americans. (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich
Publishers, 1992), 18.




color" acquired real estate, had houses built for them and passed estates on to their
children. These children were often given inheritance from their European father. The
majority of "free children of color" were bom out of such placages.
Marriage to a "free man of color", usually did not offer the same financial security to
the woman, nor to their offspring the privileges that children with "light skin" and
European "features" would enjoy. Still there were always "free women ofcolor" who
married "free men ofcolor" and also had children with them. By no means did all "free
women of color" consort with European men.
As "free people ofcolor" moved into the mainstream of the life and economy ofNew
Orleans, they took European names. Enslaved Africans under the French and Spanish
rule, were allowed to keep and use their Afncan names. They also were given
Euro-Christian first names and frequently acquired a French or Spanish nickname. Upon
being manumitted, an enslaved African chose whatever name he or she wished to use
officially, but continued to be known by other names among family and fiiends. Colonial
New Orleans' records reflect many aliases for "free people ofcolor." This made keeping
records extremely difficult. Many "free people ofcolor" appear to have taken on first
names as surnames. Generally, a "free child of color" who had a European father, were
given his last name. However, there are cases when it appears that the first or middle
name was adopted. Sometimes, just a few letters in the surname were dropped to denote
the children.
Africans were often employed in the Spanish military because the Spanish did not have
enough adequate defenses, to defend the large Louisiana Territory. Native Americans,
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British forces, rebellious Africans and insolent French planters, threatened the colony.
The Spanish depended on another group, the "free men of color", to aid the Spanish
militia. Many "free men ofcolor" distinguished themselves in the Spanish militia. Besides
the militia many Africans were used as laborers for the city. During the Spanish regime,
two fires raged through New Orleans, destroying much of the previous French
architecture. The Spanish relied heavily on the labor of Africans to rebuild the city.
A new Spanish governor, Esteban Miro, arrived in 1785 and tightened the Black
Code,^^ The laws imposed byMiro: outlawed the sale ofalcohol to "free people of color",
prohibited labor on Sundays and restricted travel of enslaved Africans.^ Public meetings
and dancing ofAfiicans was permitted only in Congo Square. "Free women ofcolor"
were perceived as a threat to European women. Miro commanded that placages, no
longer would be tolerated.'*^ "Free women of color" were encouraged to make their own
living and discontinue asplacees. Yetplacages still occurred, although not as openly as
they once had. "Free women ofcolor" could no longer wear hats, according to Miro's
law."*^ Therefore, because a woman could not appear in public with her head uncovered,
the "free women of color" had to resort to kerchiefs worn by enslaved women. Instead of
incurring embarrassment, the "free women ofcolor" appeared in public with colorful
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At the end of the century with the French revolution brewing in Europe and a massive
insurrection of enslaved Africans growing in San Domingue, Spain was of the opinion that
it was plagued with Louisiana. The Pointe Coupee uprising brought even more chaos to
the colony. Enslaved Africans in Louisiana were well aware ofwhat was going on in
France and San Domingue. It was viewed that if the French monarchy fell, enslaved
persons throughout the French colonies would be given their "freedom." That the Spanish
would follow suit was doubtful. In 1795, a large group ofenslaved Africans in Pointe
Coupee Parish, about a hundred miles upriver from New Orleans, organized a strategy to
kill their "masters" and abolish slavery in New Orleans.'^ There had been a series of
incidents of "unrest" leading to the actual attempted revolt. The enslaved Africans first
seized the plantation and began to move south to New Orleans. The revolt was
overturned and its conspirators executed. However Europeans continued to live in fear, as
more revolt plots were discovered.
The process of "creolization" affected all aspects of the colony's life. For example, the
development of the "Creole" language in Louisiana cert^y occurred during the
eighteenth century, The vocabulary ofLouisiana "Creole" is overwhelmingly French in
origin, but its grammatical structure is predominantly African.^ There is ample evidence
that its development predated the arrival of refugees from San Domingue in the late
eighteenth century. This is contrary to the view commonly accepted by many linguists,
that "Creole" spoken in Louisiana was brought over by Haitian (San Domingue) refugees.
Eighteenth century officials even reproduced the "Creole" spoken by enslaved Afncans
'‘‘Hall, Africans In Colonial Louisiana. 344.
"’Ibid., 187.
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during this period. Several examples can be found in testimony taken in a 1795 trial at
Pointe Coupee Post.'^ The commandant of the Post at Pointe Coupee testified:
The Creole language which is a mixture of that of the Afiicans and of the
French which is pronounced with great diversity. They do not understand
either real French language or English, but they all understand and can explain
themselves perfectly well in Creole, which is amixture of the language of
their nations and ofFrench which is badly pronounced and even more badly
conjugated, which language is not known by all the French and English
settlers of the province, but I, the witness and the notary who assisted at
the interrogation know it very well.'® (sic)
As a result of the Haitian revolution in 1789, a significant number ofAfricans arrived in
New Orleans. *® Most significantly, the migration of "free people of color" from Haiti,
increased the population of "free people of color" in New Orleans. It also taught New
Orleans "free persons" that they could claim higher social status by their sexual contact
with Europeans. The refugees were attuned to a range of "racial" distinctions based on
gradations of "color" before such a range was openly acknowledged on the mainland.*’
Although the "free people of color" from Haiti were unable to change the prevailing
prejudice and hypocrisy ofNew Orleans, they brought an already well established system
of caste distinctions based on gradations of "color" and inherited wealth. The practice on
the mainland had been to group all individuals of African descent as "Negro", however the
Haitian refugees added their own terms to the "racial" hierarchy in New Orleans. These
terms classified Africans on the "amount" ofEuropean "blood" they contained. The
Europeans tolerated these distinctions, but since European "blood" was frequently the
only passport to "freedom" and social advancement, Africans insisted on use of the
'‘*Ibid., 193.
'“’Ibid., 193.
*®Elfenbein, Women On The Color Line. 15.
*’lbid., 16.
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categories. As mentioned, during Spanish occupation enslaved Africans arrived from
various African regions. During the second population wave, those enslaved Africans
gradually learned Louisiana "Creole”, and their children were socialized into African
"Creole" culture. It was these "Afro-Creoles" during the Spanish occupation that
developed a hierarchy of "color" within New Orleans' African community.
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Chapters
LouisianaPurchase andEarly American Years
When United States President Thomas Jefferson purchased Louisiana for from France
in 1803, the majority of people in New Orleans were African or ofAfrican descent.’ The
new regime was not prepared for the assertive community ofwell to do "free people of
color", many ofwhom had never known slavery, but rather "owned" enslaved persons
themselves. These "free people of color" were often in the military, well armed and
claimed French ancestry. In New Orleans, European, "free persons" and enslaved persons
associated with ease. Also, in the view of the Americans, enslaved persons lacked a
"servile" manner and were independent and often danced and socialized in public. "Free
people ofcolor" owned a quarter of the property in New Orleans, the majority of these
property owners were women.^ All of this spelled decadence to the statesmen from other
parts of the South, where British laws and Puritanical ideals viewed enslaved Africans as
mere chattel and severely restricted the "freeing" ofAfricans.^
The transition from a Franco-Spanish colony to part of the vast United States of
America was difficult for New Orleanians, especially for "free people of color", who were
subject to a less tolerant and even vindictive attitude from the new rulers. The "free
people ofcolor" were too influential as a community, too wealthy and too well connected
'Mary Gehman, The Free People ofColor ofNew Orleans. (New Orleans;
Margaret Media Inc., 1994), See pp. 50- 57 for excellent discussion the continuation of




with Europeans, to be driven into a completely subservient position. Some "free people of
color" left New Orleans for Haiti, Martinique and Paris.
The Haitian Revolution from 1791-1804, had resulted in thousands of "free people of
color" and enslaved Afncans relocating from Haiti to New Orleans.^ Many Europeans in
the United States were fearful that similar slave revolutions would occur in the United
States. The U.S. regime could do nothing about the immigration, so they imposed
restrictions on the movements and behavior of "free people of color." "Free men of
color", from Haiti were asked by the new regime to leave Louisiana. All "free persons"
were required to carry proofof "freedom", which was an insult to people who had never
known enslavement. Whenever, their names appeared in public records, they had to be
followed by the notation fm.c. or fw.c. (free man or women of color) to distinguish them
from Europeans, Both enslaved Africans and "free" Africans had to observe curfews and
permission was required for them to leave the city. In order to be manumitted, an
enslaved African had to be at least thirty years of age and to have "served" for their
"master" who was responsible for the manumission at least four years.
As noted before, similar attempts had been made to control "people ofcolor" under
the Spanish regime, but had met with limited success. Enforcing the segregation of
Europeans and Afiicans was difficult because of the intimate social ties. The French and
"Euro-Creoles" who had lived for generations in colonial Louisiana, had little respect for
Americans. According to the locals, Americans spoke no French, ignored the great
cultural traditions ofFrench opera and theater in New Orleans and conducted themselves
‘‘JoeWood, "Escape From Blackness: Once Upon a Time in Creole America,"
39:49, Village Voice. (New York: December 6, 1994): 41.
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as barbarians. New Orleans became separated into two cities, socially and geographically.
The original city became the refuge of the colonial past, while the Americans settled
further up river, in an area called Lafayette (modem uptown New Orleans).*
As mentioned, many "free people of color" reacted to the affront ofAmerican
repression by selling their properties and leaving New Orleans. Many "free people of
color", moved to areas such as Haiti or France; others moved west to Texas and Mexico.
People of "mixed" Native American, African and Spanish ancestry could blend in with the
sparse populations of these wide open areas of the west. Others were lured to remain in
New Orleans, through the promise ofeconomic development, from which they were
positioned to benefit. Many "free people of color" purchased small plots of land and built
homes within the city. They had their own institutions, businesses and schools. Many
children were even sent to school in France. "Free people ofcolor" often attended the
French opera and Catholic church and conducted balls, parties and meetings ofbenevolent
groups. The "free men of color" were intensely political. They had proposed a petition,
that those of them who owned property be given the right to vote on tax issues. However
local Europeans quickly denounced the plan as inflammatory and defeated the petition.
Many "free men ofcolor", with the assistance of enslaved Africans and Haitian refugees,
attempted to organize revolts agmnst the Americans.
Not all "free people of color" were well off. The majority appear to have earned a
modest income from trades, work as artisans, vending routes, small shops and investments
from inheritances. In many cases they worked alongside enslaved Africans or employed
them. "Free people ofcolor" lived in close knit families and were devout Catholics. They
*Gehman, Ibid., pp. 50-57.
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dominated the leather working trade, and as clothiers found that their tailoring and
dressmaking skills were highly sought by local clients. They were renowned as
cigarmakers, wood workers, ironworkers, marble sculptors, masons, builders and stone
cutters. "Free men ofcolor" suplied much of the labor and materials for mansions, public
buildings and monumental tombs within New Orleans. Also much of the original hand
wrought iron for lamp braces, hinges and locks, as well as the lines of decorative balcony
railings, fences and gates, were fashioned by them as blacksmiths and ironworkers. "Free
people of color" were shopowners, carpenters, coopers, wigmakers, laundresses and many
other professions. They peddled fhiits, vegetables, candies, pies and cakes throughout the
city. Many of the women sold flowers or hot coffee in the markets or worked as private
hairdressers or seamstresses for wealthy women. "Creole" dressmakers were highly
skilled in re-creating the fashions from the Paris style books for the European women.
While still other "free women ofcolor" owned small restaurants and boarding houses.
Some of the women even sold herbal recipes and natural healing techniques for nursing the
sick.
This period witnessed the birth and education of "free people of color", who later
became famous during the "boom" years ofNew Orleans. Norbert Rillieux, a "free man of
color", invented the pan method for processing sugar, which revolutionized the sugar
industry in Louisiana.® Marie Laveau, a "free woman ofcolor" began practicing voodoo
rituals during the beginning of the American regime and later taught her daughter, also
named Marie Laveau, who became known as the "vodoo queen." Many "free persons of
®Ibid., pp. 50-57.
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color” who were musicians and artists, began to develop their earliest impressions during
the time as well.
As mentioned a commercial institution of introducing European men to "free women
of color" was popular in New Orleans. It was at the beginning of the American regime
that this practice ofplacage evolved into an event known as the "quadroon ball."’ The
mothers ofyoung "free women of color" would escort them to these dances and would
enter into verbal contracts with their daughter's prospective suitors. The suitor had to
provide assurance that he could and would support the women and their children before
the mother would place her daughter officially under the man’s "protection." Only
European men and "free women of color" were allowed to attend. However, not all "free
women ofcolor" who attended were "quadroons": the ball was simply dubbed that title.
Many Euro-American men, would also attend these balls, besides the French and
"Euro-Creole" men in the city. The ball was a way for Euro-American men to establish
socio-cultural ties with the city and its inhabitants.
Many "free men ofcolor" also served in the U.S. military, during the Battle ofNew
Orleans (1814-1815).* They greatly assisted the military in defeating the British troops
who attacked the city. Many "free people ofcolor" attempted to gain status from their
participation in the war, however, very few actually recieved any of the benefits promised
for their service. As this period came to a close (1830), a new era of repressive laws for
"free people of color" dawned. Abolitionist forces in New Orleans were urging "free"
’Pierre Paul Ebeyer, Paramours ofthe Creoles: A Story ofNew Orleans and the
MethodofPromiscousMatingBetween CreoleMen andNegro andColoredSlaves and
Freewomen. (New Orleans: Windmill Publishing Co., 1945) 45.
‘Donald E. Everett, "Free Persons ofColor in Colonial Louisiana", Louisiana
History, vol. 7, (Winter, 1966): pp. 60-65.
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Africans to organize with enslaved Africans and rebel against the government. The
American Colonization Society was actively attempting to repatriate Africans to Africa.’
Once again many "free people ofcolor" prepared to leave the New Orleans.
Antebellum Years
The mention ofantebellum New Orleans, evokes images ofplantation homes built
from fortunes made from cotton and sugar, and steamboats moving on the river. Such
images represent some views ofNew Orleans as the "Queen of the South", a great
commercial center, a time ofprosperity which brought fame and fortune to a fairly isolated
and unremarkable settlement along the Mississippi River. However, these views neglect a
substantial part of the population. New Orleans, during the antebellum period was the
most important market for enslaved Africans in the United States and many varied
industries depended on the labor ofAfricans. The antebellum years brought harsh and
repressive laws for enslaved Africans and "free people of color," Many of them attempted
rebellions, others chose to leave the city, and few were able to prosper through cultivating
alliances.
In 1830, two major laws were passed to closely control the expanding influence and
population of "free people of color" in New Orleans.” The first law was designed to
discourage emancipation of enslaved Africans, because many "free people of color"
"maintained" enslaved persons. Many ofwhich were family and fnends who would be
manumitted. Therefore, "owners" had to pay a substantial bond to release enslaved
’Ibid., pp.60-65.
” Sister Frances Jerome Woods, C.D.P. Margimlity and Identity: A Colored Creole
Family Through Ten Generations. (Baton Rouge, LA; Louisiana State University Press,
1972) 79.
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persons and guarantee that they would leave the state within thirty days." "Free" Africans
from outside the state were prohibited from entering the state. "Free" persons who
entered Louisiana after U.S. statehood, had to register or else leave the state.
Furthermore, proofof "freedom" had to be carried by "free persons" at all times. The
second law prohibited the press from printing articles favorable to enslaved Africans and
"free" Africans. Protest and discontent on the part ofAfricans was not to be published
and the right to assemble was curtailed. Africans could no longer testify against
Europeans in court. In addition, enslaved Africans could not be educated. For those who
had been free for generations and who had never experienced enslavement, such
regulations were insulting and demeaning. To enslaved Africans who anticipated gmning
"freedom" soon, or being purchased and manumitted by "free" family members, the future
seemed doubtful. At first the laws were disregarded by the majority Europeans and "free
people ofcolor." They had existed for years in a liberal and mutually beneficial state.
However, in 1842 an act forced "free persons" who had recently arrived to New Orleans,
to leave Louisiana," This act cut off contact to the Caribbean for many "free people of
color" and sent them into an uproar. The population of "free people ofcolor" plummeted
in numbers. Again many decided to leave for Europe, Mexico and the western frontier of
the United States. There was many forms ofprotest against the treatment of "free people
ofcolor", and various insurrection attempts by enslaved Africans caused anger and distrust
among the entire population.
" Gehman, Free People OfColor. See pp. 50-57 for discussion on "Creoles" during
pre Civil War era,
"Ibid., pp. 50-57,
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The community of "free people ofcolor" managed to survive these years relatively
intact. This was due in part to strong family support systems and continued involvement
in trade labor. They continued to have an active social life and established many
organizations. Many businesses owned by "free persons of color" did quite well during
this time. Many of these businesses were a result of inherited family properties. "Free
people ofcolor" made tremendous profits from clothing, real estate, tobacco and mortuary
businesses. "Free men of color" were also physicians, dentists, pharmacists and other
professionals.
Schools were opened for the education of "free children of color." These schools
were started by philanthropists who were "free persons of color." In a time when "free
people ofcolor" owned plenty property in New Orleans and paid heavy taxes but were not
permitted to send their children to public schools, having control of their own private
institutions of education was essential. One of the institutions was founded by the Sisters
of the Holy Family, a Catholic order of "free women of color." The order eventually
started St. Mary's Academy, a school for the Catholic education ofyoung "free women of
color." This school continues to be an important educational institution in New Orleans'
"Afro-Creole" community.
John McDonogh, a wealthy planter who ovmed many properties in New Orleans, was
founder of the American Colonization Society.’^ This was a national organization for the
establishment ofa homeland for "free" enslaved Afncans. McDonogh led the efforts in
New Orleans. McDonogh educated many of the enslaved Afncans who labored for him.
He encouraged enslaved Afncans whom he had manumitted, to repatriate to Africa.
"Ibid.,pp. 50-57.
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McDonogh established a public school system in New Orleans, which continues to exist
and educate children ofAfrican descent. He also had close business and social contacts
with the "free people ofcolor" in New Orleans.
The "Creole" influence, that was cultivated by centuries ofFrench and Spanish
colonial life in New Orleans, eventually gave way to the "American" view. The
"Euro-Creoles" were threatened by the massive influx ofAmerican businessmen flooding
into the city. The "Euro-Creole" control over a separate part ofNew Orleans, ended when
all municipalities were united under one city government. Many "Euro-Creoles" as well
had to adjust to a quickly changing English speaking society.
During the American "takeover" ofNew Orleans, a distinction began to emerge
between "Euro-Creoles" and "free people of color." Local Europeans, "free people of
color" and enslaved Africans, were of the opinion that they were "Creoles." However, the
term "Creole" was often used by Americans to denote the Franco-Spanish European
descendants, who controlled New Orleans before the Louisiana Purchase. "Free peoples
of color", rejected this limited definition of "Creole" and referred to themselves as
"Creoles ofcolor." "Euro-Creoles" were ofthe view that only Europeans could be
"Creole." "Afro-Creoles" countered by arguing that a "Creole" must be ofAfrican and
European ancestry. Thus began a battle to determine "who was Creole" and "who was
not", between Europeans and Africans, that would reach its height during the period of the
CivilWar and Reconstruction. Eventually "Euro-Creoles" would assimilate into the
mainstream ofAmerican culture. The term "Creole of color", would simply replaced with
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the label "Creole" and, be used to distinguish them from other Afro-Americans in New
Orleans.
The CivilWar and Reconstruction
During the time approaching the Civil War, New Orleans' "Creoles" were concerned
that their distinguished "racial" status in New Orleans was in jeopardy. In 1860, there was
the view that Louisiana would secede from the United States and join the Confederacy.’'*
The "Creoles of color" were a substantial part of the population and owned a substantial
amount ofproperty. These "Creoles" were experienced as soldiers and their loyalties were
split concerning the Civil War. They were threatened by the prospect of the enslaved
Africans being manumitted, which would jeopardize the plantations and estates ofmany
"Creoles of color," who maintained enslaved Africans. Also the prospect of freed
enslaved Africans threatened the privileged separate status "Creoles of color." All persons
ofAfrican descent would be grouped togerther. However, "Creoles" future was closely
aligned with that of all persons ofAfrican descent. They both experienced ever increasing
discrimination by Europeans and had family members who were enslaved.
Many "Creoles of color" fought with the Confederacy in the Civil War and also
financially supported the Confederacy.’* However the majority of these "free persons"
fought on the side of the Union. Some Africans were forced to serve in the Union
military, while others volunteered. These Union soldiers ofAfrican descent fought bravely
and distinguished themselves in service. There were those free "Creoles ofcolor" who did




remain civilians, while others fled the city to other areas far from the war. As in the past
migrations out ofNew Orleans, "Creoles ofcolor" who had relatives and investments in
France, Mexico, Haiti and other areas used these advantages to leave the area. Many of
those "Creoles ofcolor" who remained in New Orleans profited from real estate deals and
business contracts during the war. They also formed a political base that would be crucial
to the civil rights struggle after the war.
During the period "Creoles ofcolor" published their own newspaper which
called for civil rights and suffrage for educated "free persons."’® However many illiterate
enslaved Africans were being manumitted or escaping to New Orleans during the chaos of
the war. They demanded the same privileges as the long time "free" "Creoles of color",
but had nothing in common with them. The "Creoles of color" called for the right of
propertied "free men" to vote. While they supported the abolition of slavery, the newly
"freed" Africans were viewed as a group apart who needed separate assistance and
consideration from the federal government. The attitude of the "free persons ofcolor"
was resented by the "Freedmen", as these newly "freed" Africans were called, and this
conflict would continue to play a role in New Orleans politics.
U.S. President Abraham Lincoln's Emancipation Proclamation, which abolished
enslavement in particular states, was celebrated in Congo Square on January 1, 1863.”
However, two years passed before Louisiana adopted the Thirteenth Amendment
abolishing slavery and even longer before individuals were forced to comply.'* An





which called for a voice in the new civil government, that would rule after Union
occupation.” The Association was outraged that European men who had fought for the
Confederacy were allowed to vote, while educated, propertied "Afi'o-Creole" men who
had fought on the winning side of the Union were not allowed to vote. They petitioned
authorities for the right to participate as delegates in the state constitutional convention
and to vote for men who would represent them in state and national legislatures. In
March of 1864, the group argued to President Lincoln in Washington, D.C., that New
Orleans' "fi-ee persons" bom before the Civil War who had property and education should
be recognized as equals to European men.^” Lincoln agreed that he would plead their case
with state leaders. The next month the state constitutional convention, without the
participation of "Afro-Creoles", did pass an emancipation law to appease the Association.
However the state convention refused to accept the right ofAfncans to vote on state
issues.
As the war ended and the "Afro-Creole" soldiers returned home, membership in the
Union Radical Association tremendously increased. The L'Union which had been
struggling financial and ideological problems, was replaced by the La Tribune de la
Nouvelle Orleans, which also was a "Afi'o-Creole" maintained paper.^* The first
Afi-o-American daily newspaper in the Unites States, La Tribune included columns in
English and had a special weekly edition for mral distribution. The purpose of the new
paper, was to unite all Afiicans in working together for civil rights. The Tribune became





publication read by the U.S. CongressThe newspaper was carefully monitored by the
Euro-American "establishment." Currently a monthly, the New Orleans Tribune,
continues to be published in New Orleans by "Afro-Creoles."
After the Civil War and the abolition of slavery, the term "free people of color" was no
longer applicable. As mentioned they began to be referred to as "Creoles ofcolor."
However, many of the barriers such as economic class, education and physical
characteristics, continued to separate Afro-Americans. "Afro-Creoles" continued to
interact primarily within their own social group and live in their own neighborhoods. They
intermarried, kept their "Creole" language and traditions and often refused to send their
children to schools with other Afro-Americans. Many "Afro-Creole" planters and farmers
had their properties destroyed by Union troops. For "Afro-Creoles", real estate values
plummeted, establishing credit was difficult and landowners were forced to pay
outrageous taxes. A few "Afro-Creoles" profited from the low real estate prices and
continued to acquire property. However, depression and suicide claimed some lives, while
others were forced into poverty and menial jobs.
In January of 1865, the Convention ofColored Men met in New Orleans.“ There
were delegated from all over the state ofLouisiana. They later allied themselves with the
Equal Rights League, a national organization which later became the Universal Suffrage
Association.^ Following the assassination ofPresident Lincoln in April, the Universal
Suffrage Association held its convention in New Orleans in September as the New





There was also the problem of the "Freedmen", most of them poor Ajfrican Americans,
who came to New Orleans for jobs and opportunities after the war. They were met with a
series of rules, similar to restrictions, that had been placed on the "fi-ee people of color"
prior to the war. This alienated "Freedmen" from the "Creoles of color." The majority of
"Freedmen" were illiterate and politically naive. They depended on the education, political
expertise, and connections of the "Afro-Creoles" to represent "Freedmen" after the war.
Locally for example the Freedmen's Bureau operated from 1865-1869, and was
established by the U.S. Congress to regulate the labor situation for "Freedmen.It was
assisted by "Afro-Creoles" and the New Orleans' Freedmen's Aid Association. The
Freedmen's Bureau attempted to form co-ops ofAfro-American workers, to borrow
money and rent or lease abandoned plantations. Unfortunately, this effort met with only
temporary and limited success.
Nowhere in the post-Civil War South was the political leadership ofAfro-Americans
as effective as in New Orleans. Protests and confrontations in New Orleans by
Afro-Americans in 1866 had profound effect on the U.S. Congress, contributed to swift
passage of the Fifteenth Amendment.^’ This amendment claimed to give all men the right
to vote. A meeting was called by the The Friends ofUniversal Suffrage, to debate the
issue ofvoting and was held at the Mechanic's Institute in New Orleans.^* Thousands of
Afro-Americans demonstrated during the meetings. The city called in a special police
force made up of ex-Confederates to handle anticipated crowds. On July 30, 1866
“Ibid., pp. 50-57.
“Daniel C. Thompson, The Negro Leadership Class. (Trenton, NJ: Prentice-Hall




skirmishes broke out between the police and the demonstrators.” The police began
shooting into the crowds and stormed the meeting halls. Many "Afro-Creole" leaders
were murdered by police in the massacre, and martial law was imposed. In the days
following the event, houses were randomly searched, arms confiscated and more
"Afro-Creoles" arrested. The event variously described in the Afro-American press as the
Mechanics Hall Massacre and in the Euro-American press as the New Orleans Riot, was
investigated by a select congressional committee, which placed responsibility on both the
demonstrators and the police.
Within a year, pressured by the Mechanics Hall incident and similar events, the U.S.
Congress passed the Militaiy Reconstruction Acts.^ Included within these acts was the
right ofAfro-Americans to vote. "Afro-Creoles" formed the Comite des Citoyens or
Citizens Committee immediately in New Orleans by "Afro-Creoles", for the purpose of
registering newly enfranchised voters and uniting Afro-American leadership.^’ Eventually
registered Afro-American voters outnumbered Euro-American voters in Louisiana.
Reconstruction, as the 1867 Acts were called, imposed federal military control over the
ex-Confederate States.^^ Reconstruction was never totally accepted by Euro-Americans in
the South. However it gave Afro-Americans an opportunity for the first time to participate
in state and national government.
A contingent of delegates, half of them Afro-American, drew up a new Louisiana
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integrated public schools. Though few Euro-Americans voted for the constitution, it was
approved by a majority of the states' citizens who did vote. Many "Afro-Creoles" were
elected to state and local offices during Reconstruction. The "Afro-Creole" community in
New Orleans enjoyed a period of intense political involvement and prosperity. Despite the
appearance ofpolitical progress, locally imposed strict voter registration rules soon
became a new barrier. A series of skirmishes and protests broke out in New Orleans,
many of them between Democrat Political Party clubs (ex-Confederates) and the
Republican Political Party clubs, which contained many "Afro-Creoles." The Citizens
Committee shunned violence and chose to be active in the courts by initiating a series of
legal cases to enforce civil rights guaranteed by U.S. Congress. The era ofReconstruction
had begun to fade and be replaced by the period of "Jim Crow." The level of "Creole"
political involvement continued after Reconstruction. It had to take a different form of
participation, one which could effectively combat segregation. However some "Creoles"
either chose to flee the hostile environment of "Tim Crow" or to remain in New Orleans
but retreat behind the enclosure oftheir "Creole" community.
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Chapter 4.
The "Creole” Political Structure
The era of "Jim Crow" brought drastic changes to the "Afro-Creole" community of
New Orleans. Euro-American backlash in the form of gangs, like the Knights of theWhite
Camellia, Ku Klux Klan and the White League, attempted to terrorize Afro-American
activists and keep them from voting. The White League is perhaps best remembered, for a
riot it had in New Orleans, September 14, 1874.’ League members violently confronted
the Metropolitan Police, the majority ofwhose officers were Afro-Americans. The
League condemned the Republican government and wanted a government controlled by
Democrats. Many officers were murdered in the riot. Claiming victory, the White League
erected a monument near the place where the riot occurred, to honor the persons who had
re-imposed "white" supremacy. The Afro-American press reported the incident as the
Metropolitan Police Riot and the Euro-American press referred to it as the Battle of
Liberty Place. Presently there is still a debate over whether to remove the monument, or
allow it to remain.
"Creoles" were being discriminated against because they were Afro-Americans.
Josephine Decuir, an "Afro-Creole" woman, sued a New Orleans' steamboat company,
because she was denied entrance into the ladies' cabin. In 1875 the Louisiana Supreme
Court awarded Decuir $1000, but the decision were reversed in a later court hearing.^
’Maiy Gehman, Free People OfColorOfNew Orleans. (New Orleans: Margaret
Media Inc., 1993) See pp. 97-99 for excellent discussion on "Creole" politics during the
era of "Jim Crow" in New Orleans.
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Later that year, two "Afro-Creole" men sued a local theater, claiming that the theater had
been overcharging Afro-Americans. However the landmark case was Plessy v. Ferguson,
when the Citizens Committee was rejuvenated in 1890.^ Homer Plessy, a "Afro-Creole"
from New Orleans, contested Louisiana's first segregation law requiring separate railroad
cars for Afro-Americans and Euro-Americans. The case Plessy vs. Ferguson, eventually
went to the U.S. Supreme Court in 1896. The court decided against Plessy.
The court ruled that states had the right to maintain separate, but equal public facilities
for Afro-Americans and Euro-Americans. This decision ushered in "Jim Crow" laws
throughout the South. Jim Crow, a Euro-American performer in "blackface" in "minstrel"
shows of the time, became a symbol of segregation to Afro-Americans.'* Many
"Afro-Creoles" campaigned furiously against "racial" segregation. Historically, it stood to
reason that fiands, legal staffs and volunteers for these various early civil rights cases,
would come from New Orleans. Afro-Americans in New Orleans, in particularly the
"Creole" community, had for generations been "free", received an education and been
politically active. These persons also had a history ofwealth and resources, that would
greatly md the civil rights movement. Many "Creoles" moved to Texas and California, and
"passed" for Hispanic, while others moved North to pass for "white" (pass en bland).
Many of those who remained in New Orleans and simply disobeyed the "Jim Crow" laws
by "passing for white." Many "Creole" folktales evolve around persons who attempted to





in their ancestry. However, the majority of "Creoles" acknowledged their identity,
remained in New Orleans, and fought against segregation.
The ’’Creole*’ Political Legacy Continues
The era of Jim Crow meant segregation for New Orleans' public schools. Some
"Creoles" chose to "pass for white" and attend the "white-only" public schools, which
provided better resources and facilities. Many of the local organizations were headed by
"Creoles" in New Orleans' Afro-American community. Arthur J. Chapital Sr., was
president of the New Orleans branch of the NAACP (National Association for the
Advancement ofColored People) and considered himself a "Creole." Another "Creole"
leader was Walter Cohen. He dominated the Afro-American Republican Party
organization in New Orleans and was spokesman for the Afro-American community.
Eventually Cohen earned a reputation as the New Orleans' Afro-American community's
primary contact with the Euro-American elite of the city. This was a brand ofpolitics that
emphasized patron-client relationships, which characterized both Cohen's connection to
the outside world and his dominance within the Afro-American community. Generally the
practice of these "Creole" politicians had been to try to exert influence among powerful
Euro-Americans on issues of concern to the Afro-American community.
The tendency among some New Orleans' "Creoles" to wrap themselves in their
downtown neighborhoods, sheltered within their unique history, language and religion,
perpetuated a sense of distinctiveness. Their concerns for respectability, family values and
even for some, a pronounced "color" consciousness provided coherence, stability and
certain rewards. Many other Afro-Americans in New Orleans' assumed the positions of
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leadership and the Baptist and Methodist congregations served as communal bases. Many
"Creole" organizations were then forced by other Afro-American organizations, to
become more politically involved in the affairs ofNew Orleans. Alexander Pierre
Tureaud, a "Creole" attorney who had been educated at Howard University Law School,
emerged as a leader in the Afro-American community. A.P. Tureaud helped organize
"Creole" support for de-segregation. The first Afro-American civic league in new
Orleans, was the "Creole" Seventh Ward Civic League.* Finding the local political
environment hostile, the league focused on improving civic pride and welfare, encouraging
education, supporting Afro-American business and promoting "intelligent interracial
cooperation." The NAACP and a network of social clubs, many ofwhich were "Creole",
served New Orleans' Afro-American elite. However, the NAACP had trouble generating
membership, for fear ofpolice "backlash." In 1931, the NAACP challenged Louisiana's
discriminatory registration procedures in court.* The "Creole" San Jacinto Club and
Autocrat Club pledged monetary support for the case. Autocrat Club president Antoine
Trudeau was picked to be the plaintiff. The courts ruled against the case of Trudeau vj'.
Barnes. ’’ This case displayed that "Creole" leaders were still relying too much on the
Euro-American elite ofNew Orleans to assist in the affairs of the Afro-American
community. A.P. Tureaud did not approve ofthe fact that the New Orleans' branch of the
NAACP refused to employ Afro-American attorneys.* A.P. Tureaud claimed that such
organizations considered Afro-American attorneys incompetent.
*Arnold R. Hirsch & Joseph Logsdon, Creole New Orleans: Race and





It was hardly surprising that Tureaud was conspicuous among those urging the local
NAACP to assume a more aggressive posture. He was bom in raised in the Seventh
Ward, the "Creole" section ofNew Orleans, a descendant of "free people ofcolor" and
therefore, a proponent of "Creole" protest. Tureaud displayed a deep historical
consciousness. He organized the Martinet Society, a organization ofNew Orleans'
Afro-American attorneys.’ Tureaud stressed that Afro-American attorneys should resist
the urge to associate with Euro-American attorneys. Tureaud considered paternalistic
relationships within the Afro-American community to be just as wrong as those
relationships between the Afro-American community and Euro-American community.
Through leaders such as Tureaud the Seventh Ward continued to exert disproportionate
influence into the modem era. It remained New Orleans' center ofAfro-American
Republicanism. Eventually the Democrat Political Party, began to offer a real alternative
for Afro-Americans. A "hotbed" ofpolitical activity for both parties, the downtown
"Creole" heartland, the Seventh Ward, consistently explored every avenue for
Afro-American advance.
In 1942, A.P. Tureaud's victory in Hall vs. Nagel loosened Louisiana's voter
registration procedures for Afro-Americans.*® The State Supreme Court's opinion was
since Afro-Americans helped contributed to the country and, fought in the military then
they should be allowed to vote. This decision significantly increased the number of
Afro-American registered voters in New Orleans. The NAACP continued to stmggle with




and others eventually began a process of limiting the role ofEuro-Americans in
Afro-American organizations ofNew Orleans. The view was that only Afro-Americans
knew their problems and could solve them. Therefore they should be responsible for
representing themselves. The New Citizens Committee was formed in 1957, and it had a
broader based coalition." Many Catholic "Creole" leaders formed alliances with
Afro-American Protestant ministers. Institutionally, older groups such as the
Interdenominational Ministerial Alliance, the NAACP and the Urban League made
common cause with new progeny ofthe civil rights protest, such as the Congress ofRacial
Equality (CORE). In the time between the reactionary chaos of the segregated schools
crisis and the empowering passage of the Voting Rights Act of 1965, the civil rights
movement in New Orleans had been basically a "conservative" movement,'^ CORE
pushed the movement in New Orleans to adopt a more aggressive platform. It was a
youthful coalition, mainly of students, who openly protested and boycotted the
Euro-American establishment in New Orleans. These youths stressed pride in African
culture, rejected many Euro-American values, and denounced "light skin" Afro-Americans
who were active in older civil rights groups as "bourgeois conservatives."
The major Afro-American newspaper in New Orleans, The Louisiana Weekly,
commented on the events of the civil rights movement and kept the community aware of
political climate. It had been patterned after the previous "Creole" run newspapers The
Tribune and the Crusader. However its purpose was to unify the Afro-American




the Citizens Committee did nothing more than institutionalize the arrangements with
Euro-Americans in New Orleans, which A.P. Tureaud had worked to destroy a decade
earlier. The NAACP's Youth Council continued the push for immediate action after
CORE became disorganized. Meanwhile Ernest "Dutch" Morial emerged as a political
leader in New Orleans' Afro American community. Morial, a "Creole" attorney who had
trained under A.P. Tureaud, eventually became president of the local NAACP. Tureaud
and Ernest Morial worked close together, to fight "Jim Crow" legislation and mobilize
"Creole" support for the civil rights movement. The Voting Rights Act of 1965 gravely
altered the political landscape ofNew Orleans.*^ The percentage of registered
Afro-American voters increased drastically. Equally striking, however, were the ways in
which the Voting Rights Act served as a social force. New Orleans' Afro-Americans
could exert political influence only through discipline, organization and solidarity in their
community.
The old "color" lines between "Creoles" and other Afro-Americans had to be broken.
The Voting Rights Act also stimulated the opportunistic creation of a new range of
Afro-American organizations. The two most important groups were the Community
Organization for Urban Politics (COUP) and the Southern Organization for Unified
Leadership (SOUL).” Both groups were narrowly and conventionally political. They
differed from the NAACP and other older organizations. COUP and SOUL sought more
immediate rewards that the system now offered because of the Voting Rights Act.
However the two organizations differed in political theory and practice. SOUL embodied
"Ibid., 290.
” Ibid , 291.
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the heightened Afro-American consciousness of the era, while COUP was an organization
ofyoung Afro-American professionals who were based in the "Creole" community and
strongly promoted integration. COUP was more adept at cultivating Euro-American
contacts, traveled the path ofaccommodation and relied heavily on Euro-American
familiarity and support. SOUL stressed Afro-American identity and mobilization as the
best way to squeeze concessions out of the "system."
Most notably, however, the first real breakthrough made possible by the Voting Rights
Act did not result from SOUL or COUP. It resulted not from these institutional
initiatives, but rather from the intersection of the new opportunity structure and the
"Creole" leadership of the NAACP. Ernest Mortal was elected to the Louisiana legislature
in 1967.’* He became the first Afro-American elected to Louisiana's House of
Representatives since Reconstruction. He had been the first Afro-American to graduate
from Louisiana State University School ofLaw.’* He would later become the first
Afro-American judge in the city ofNew Orleans and ultimately the first Afro-American
mayor. Ernest Mortal was a dynamic politician, who made tremendous political strides in
New Orleans. Mortal's identification with and service to New Orleans' Afro-American
community,w^ reciprocated with pride and admiration. ErnestMortal was a primary
figure in the civil rights revolution in New Orleans. Ernest Mortal was a "downtown
Creole", but found the source of support for his early campaigns in the predominantly
Afro-American areas ofuptown ofNew Orleans. Ernest Mortal consistently remained in




however, the goal of the struggle against invidious "racial" distinctions remained the
obliteration of caste or "color" privilege. He was not one to manipulate the existing
"racial" order, as some "Creole" politicians before him had done. When ErnestMorial
campaigned for New Orleans' City Council in 1969, this was the first election that
significantly galvanized Afro-American voters in New Orleans.’’ Morial narrowly loss his
bid for election to the City Council.
The Afi-o-American community managed to help elect its candidate, Maurice (Moon)
Landrieu as Mayor ofNew Orleans in 1970.'* Landrieu employed many Afro-Americans
in his administration. Many of the new civil sevants had been leaders in SOUL and COUP
and were campaign supporters ofLandrieu. By 1977, the time had come to elect a new
mayor. The "Creoles" in New Orleans continued to be politically active and fight against
segregation. However, during this time many divisions occurred between "Creoles" and
other Afro-Americans in New Orleans. "Creoles" continued to maintain and preserve
many aspects of their "culture." This often was condemned by other Afro-Americans,
who were of the view that "Creoles" considered themselves separate from and better than
other Afro-Americans.
Ernest Morial moved "freely" through the Afro-American community in New Orleans,
between all neighborhoods and organizations. Despite being of "Creole" ancestry, Ernest
Morial clearly identified himself as being an Afro-American. Mortal's struggle was to
transcend "racial" barriers and to make such distinctions meaningless. He displayed a




in confronting a society, that adhered "racial" distinctions. Morial pursued neither
Afro-American separatism, but a single society, open to all on the basis ofmerit, free of
the chains of "race" prejudice. In contrast, the very existence and success ofCOUP and
SOUL depended on the persistence of a "racially" divided and highly "race" conscious
environment. COUP represented a bridge between Euro-American and Afro-Americans in
New Orleans, who sought Euro-American support. SOUL was used as a lever to pry
concessions from Euro-Americans in the post-civil rights era. COUP and SOUL
represented cooperation and confrontation, respectively, neither challenged the
fundamental structure of the prevailing political order. So when Ernest Morial announced
his candidacy for Mayor ofNew Orleans in 1977, its not surprising that the
Afro-American political organizations greeted the announcement with little enthusiasm.
Morial did not get the support of SOUL or The Louisiana Weekly, however, he did get
the support of the "Creole" based COUP. Yet this endorsement was only marginal and it
was said that COUP did not really wantMorial to win the election. COUP was planning
to run one of its leaders Sidney Barthelemy for Councilman at Large ofNew Orleans and
did not want the Morial endorsement to appear as an attempt at an Afro-American
takeover ofNew Orleans.’®
In 1978, ErnestMorial ran a successful campaign, to become New Orleans' first
Afro-American mayor.*® ErnestMorial united the Afro-American community, yet because
ofhis tendency for "theatrics", he alienated himself from the Euro-American community
and the traditional "Creole" community in New Orleans. ErnestMorial angered the
’’Rufus Browning, Dale Rogers Marshall & David H. Tabb, Racial Politics in
American Cities. (New York: Longman Press, 1982), 132.
“Ibid., 132.
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Euro-American community, by enforcing an "open door" policy in local city and state
politics, that ruined the "old boy" network. He also dismissed all the leaders who had
been appointed as representatives by local Afro-American organizations, and this was
what caused dissension within the traditional "Creole" community. These appointments
had been traditionally held by "Creoles" and allowed their community to keep their
politically exclusive network with Euro-Americans in New Orleans. It was the goal of
Ernest Morial, to promote and maintain a "color-blind" administration.
Regardless of the enemies he created, Ernest Morial had strong support from the
majority of the Afro-American population ofNew Orleans. This enabled Ernest Morial to
win a second term as mayor ofNew Orleans. During Ernest Morial's administration, the
city ofNew Orleans experienced a growth in business and industry. Traditionally, a mayor
who waged daily battle with the traditional Afro-American political organizations, cleaned
up scandalous and wasteful public programs and promoted professional excellence as
opposed to sustaining politically connected incompetence should have received a warm
welcome in New Orleans' Euro-American community.^’ Morial was also a fiscal
conservative, who preached self-reliance both to the city, as he attempted to cut its
dependence on federal revenues and also to young Afro-Americans.“ Indeed, after he had
broken a police strike in his first year in office and joined with the more progressive
elements of the business community, to promote growth in the private sector, theWall
Street Journal referred to him as the "Black Calvin Coolidge."^ However, it was Ernest
Morial's views on "race" and his philosophical pre-disposition to emphasize merit and




competence over "color," that should have put New Orleans' Euro-American community's
fears to rest. Morial clearly articulated a twentieth-century variant of the old radical New
Orleans' "Creole" abhorrence ofcaste. Morial stated:
I have no intention ofpoliticizing the incoming administration on the narrow
grounds of reverse prejudice. It does not serve this city, or the cause ofBlack
people, to tolerate prejudice or discrimination in any form. It is the daily struggle
ofminorities. We will never be its exponent. We will always be its enemy.^
Once in office, Morial acted on his premise. It was his firing of the Afro-American
organizations' political appointees and their replacement with Afro-Americans and others
from management, the professions and academics, that he was locally and nationally
recognized for achieving.
Morial's "racial" views, however, were difficult forNew Orleans' Euro-American
community to accept. IfAfro-Americans could not expect a free ride in Morial's
administration, he had even less tolerance for entrenched bastions ofEuro-American
privilege and power. Morial was not turning down the "racial heat" by stressing merit; he
was turning it up by asking Euro-Americans to deliver on their professed convictions.
Morial's unparalleled popularity among Afro-Americans, his declining standing among
Euro-Americans, and the subsequent "racial" polarization ofNew Orleans' electorate,
were not simply results ofMorial's demands.“ Morial had attempted to do more with less.
He sought to open every door to potential Afro-American access in a time ofbudget
stringency. Morial's tenure coincided with the "Reagan Revolution." Morial's attempts to
cut into existing Euro-American business produced cries ofoutrage. Morial's own




assertiveness that Euro-Americans in New Orleans took for "arrogance." This label would
stick with him throughout his administration and political career. This made Morial
vulnerable to many ofhis opponents who sought to attack him personally. His concept of
an "open" New Orleans included a re-definition of the mayor's role that was sharply at
odds with the traditional practices. He threatened the social and economic order that was
based on social privilege in New Orleans and not on earned and elected posts. Many
Afi'o-American leaders denounced Morial as a "confused Creole." IfMorial's battle was
to transcend "racial" barriers, his political success rode the crest of an unprecedented wave
ofAfro-American consciousness and solidarity. Even though Morial claimed he did not
recognize "race" in his administation because ofNew Orleans' political structure, as a
pragmatic politician Morial sometimes exploited "racial" issues with considerable skill,
wringing every ounce of electoral advantage that could be produced from it.^* Morial's
very success was dependent on a historical phenomenon that denied and under-cut his
vision of an "open" New Orleans. He rode on a "racial" surge into office and could not
move the city beyond such confining conceptualizations. Not all in New Orleans'
Afro-American community shared Morial's vision. The notion of a caste-free society
succumbed to the overpowering presence of a segmented, highly "race" conscious social
order. "Creole radicalism" had no place in the modem New Orleans. This political
concept was rooted in the history of New Orleans' "Creoles" attempt to assert themselves
as having the same rights and privileges as "white persons." "Creoles" politicians
traditionally desired that the dual standard of "Black" and "white" politics be removed and,
replaced with a single political standard for all "racial" groups in New Orleans. New
“Ibid., 317.
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Orleans politics was strongly based on each group: "white", "Black", and "Creole" having
their own political organizations and agendas. Morial wanted to promote individuals in
his administration by qualification, experience and merit and, not by affiliations with any
particular organizations.
The election of the next mayor was one ofunique New Orleans’ politics. Ernest
Morial was unable to run for a third term, because of legal restrictions that limited the city
mayor to two consecutive terms. The struggle to find someone to succeed Ernest Morial
presented an opportunity to several politicians. One of the candidates wasWilliam
Jefferson. He was a son ofa Mississippi sharecropper who had attended Southern
University, a historically Aifro-American university in Baton Rouge, Louisiana.^’ Jefferson
had relocated to New Orleans after attending Harvard University's School ofLaw and had
been elected to Louisiana's State Congress as a Representative from New Orleans.“ He
had campaigned against Morial for mayor in the 1982 election.
Jefferson's ultimate challenger was a "Creole" politician from New Orleans, Sidney
Barthelemy. He had opposed Ernest Morial on many issues, had been one the leaders of
COUP, and had the support ofmany ofMorial's enemies. He campaigned as the candidate
who could unite the city and overcome the "divisiveness" of the Morial years. As the
election eventually focused on just two candidates, Barthelemy and Jefferson, the
campaign became an issue of the "politics ofcolor" in New Orleans. Jefferson was a
Protestant candidate in a Catholic controlled city and he is an Afro-American with




"foreigner", because he was not "born and raised" in New Orleans. Barthelemy is
Catholic, "bom and raised" in New Orleans and a "Creole" who has "light skin." He had
earned degrees from Xavier and Loyola University, two Catholic universities in New
Orleans.^ He had began his political career as an appointee ofMayor Landrieu and had
been elected to City Councilman at Large inNew Orleans. Barthelemy appealed to the
Afro-American community because he had a distinguished record of service in New
Orleans' politics. He particularly appealed to the traditional "Creole" community, because
unlike Ernest Morial, Barthelemy claimed his "Creole" heritage. Barthelemy was
non-threatening to New Orleans' Euro-American community, because he was the opposite
ofErnest Morial, who in their view was "abrasive", "arrogant" and independent. Though
Ernest Morial endorsed Jefferson for mayor, Barthelemy was able to win the election
because of strong support from the traditional "Creole" and Euro-American communities.
Barthelemy officially became New Orleans' second Afro-American mayor. Barthelemy
also was elected to a second term as mayor; however during his administration the city
suffered an economic depression.
Many Afro-Americans became disenchanted with New Orleans' politics and once again
there was dissension wthin the Afro-American community. In 1994, Ernest Morial's son
Marc Morial, successfully campaigned to become New Orleans' third Afro-American
mayor. He had been trained as a politician and had received degrees from the University
ofPennsylvania and Georgetown University's School of Law.“ Marc Morial had begun




Representative seat from New Orleans. Jefferson narrowly defeated Marc Mortal and
ironically Mortal was elected to fill Jefferson's vacated seat in the State House of
Representatives. Marc Mortal, a strong advocate ofAfro-American unity, campaigned on
a platform ofcontinuing the politics ofhis father and restoring stability and unity in New
Orleans' Afro-American community.
The "Creoles' continue to significantly contribute to politics in New Orleans. Of the
three Afro-American mayors elected in New Orleans each has been a "Creole."
Afro-Americans constitute sixty-five percent ofNew Orleans' population.^' Yet a
non-"Creole" Afro-American mayor has yet to be elected in the city and, of the elected
Afro-American officials in New Orleans many claim "Creole" ancestry. This "Creole"






Politics is not the only method "Creoles" have used to distinguish themselves from
other Afro-Americans in New Orleans. "Creoles" claim that they have a distinct culture
and history ofmusic, food, folklore and language that is different from other
Afro-Americans. This "Creole" culture and practices have greatly contributed to the
history and culture which makes New Orleans a unique city. They have a distinguished
tradition ofmusic, food, folklore and language.
Many scholars have written about Congo Square and its importance to the survival of
African musical tradition and customs in New Orleans, specifically its importance to the
development ofjazz. In part. New Orleans jazz, can be viewed as being a type of
"creolized" music. That is creation can be attributed to contacts between African and
European musical traditions. New Orleans' "Creole" music is influenced by Afiican,
French and Caribbean music.' French tradition was more prevalent in "upper" and
"middle" class "Creole" society, whereas, African and Caribbean influences were strongest
in "lower" class "Creole" music. ^ The upperclass Creoles" favored French classical music
and French opera.^ Many young "Creole" men were sent to Paris for instruction in music.
Among lowerclass "Creoles", the music often consisted of humorous songs, many of
'Jerome Haskins, The Creoles ofColor ofNew Orleans. (New York: Thomas Y.




which were for the purpose of "taunting" particular persons. An example of a New






Pou blanc-chez to la-po,
Au the-atre mem,
Quand vousprends loge,








Pou blanc-chez to la-po.
Tou-cou-tou,
They knowyou.
You are a black-a-moor.
There is no soap.
White enough.
To bleach your skin.
Even at the theater.
Whenyou take a loge.
As white asyou look.
They willmake you go to the balcony.
You haven'tpasses that much,
Tou-cou-tou,
They know you.
You are a black-a-moor.
There is no soap.
White enough.
To bleachyour skin.^
'‘Haskins, Creoles ofColor. 116.
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In New Orleans, "Creole" street vendors would even sing to announce what goods were
for sale that day: Suits, vegetables and especially sweet potatoes. This is an example of a
New Orleans' "Creole" vendor's "sweet potato song."
Belpainpa-tate, belpainpa-tate,
Madame, ou-U-ou belpainpa-tate!^
The sweet potato, the sweet potato.
The lady, either wants or does not want the sweet potato,
The "Creole" craft guilds in New Orleans, had a marching band to provide music for
sponsored parades, dances and picnics. During guild sponsored funerals, the band would
play and march solemnly to the cemetery and upon return, would play and march
"upbeat." This was the beginnings of the modem "second-line" ofNew Orleans. This
style ofmusic eventually, began to be referred as "ragtime."® These "Creole" musicians
began to improvise the funeral marches (ragtime) and introduced this music into the local
dance halls and cafes. This was the beginning ofjazz music. Jazz is a mixture of
traditional New Orleans' "Afro-Creole" music and the improvisational style of traditional
Afro-American musicians in New Orleans. The "Creoles" were first to start performing in
the New Orleans' clubs and eventually other Afro-American performers began to integrate
the Euro-American establishments. The "Creoles" taught the other Afro-American
musicians how to read music and the Afro-American musicians taught the "Creoles" how
to improvise with music. Ferdinand "Jelly Roll" Morton, a "Creole" musician is often
credited with being the "father ofjazz." Louis Armstrong, perhaps known as the "king of
jazz", also was an Afro-American musician from New Orleans. He and Morton




during the early twentieth century. Traditionally, "Creole" musicians from the downtown
area ofNew Orleans would collaborate with other Afro-American musicians from uptown.
New Orleans, the "birthplace" ofjazz, is also the "birthplace" of "Creole" cooking.
People come to New Orleans not only to enjoy the sights and music, but also to enjoy the
food. "Creole" cooking is one of the most compelling reasons tourists cite for visiting the
city. Traditional cooking in New Orleans' "Creole" community is an important method for
them to distinguish themselves from other Afro-Americans. Louisiana has been blessed
with an abundant supply ofagricultural and maritime products. The state's fertile soil has
allowed its farmers to cultivate a wide range ofagricultural products; {sugar, rice, com,
tomatoes, okra, oranges, strawberries and many other fruits and vegetables are produced
within Louisiana's boundaries.’ Its inland water-lakes, rivers and bayous, produce an
incredible array of fish and cmstaceans; "wild-game" is also abundant in the region. The
region is perhaps the most productive offshore fishing area in the UnitedStae.*
"Creoles" used all of these environmental factors to help develop "Creole" traditional
cooking.
In order to understand how the "Creole" cuisine ofNew Orleans developed, one must
re-examine the history of the area. New Orleans' "Creole" cooking has its roots in Africa,
Europe and the Americas. The many ethnic groups that migrated to the area, have all
contributed to the cuisine. However, the strongest contribution is that of the "African
World," The "Creole" cooking is marked by "rich" seasonings, an abundance of spices,
seafood and other indigenous ingredients. For example, one of the most popular dishes in
’Ulysses S. Ricard, An Address on Creole Folklore andHistory. (New Orleans;
Tulane University, 1993), See pp. 8-9 for discussion of "Afro-Creole" cuisine.
*Ibid., 8.
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"Creole" cuisine is "gumbo." A gumbo is a of soup or stew. There are many types of
gumbo; file, okra, seafood, chicken, sausage and herb gumbos. The basis for which is a
thick brown roux (equal amounts of flour and oil cooked together, until the flour assumes
a deep, almost chocolate color). To this roux are added onions, celery, green pepper-or
the "Trinity" as some "Creole" cooks call this collection, and a combination of ingredients
including okra, chicken, sausage, shrimps, crabs, oysters, ham, turkey, duck, squirrel,
possum, nutria, and raccoon or basically whatever is available. This typical Louisiana
dish, takes it name fi’om an African vegetable, "okra." In several West African dialects,
the name of this vegetable (okra) is "ki-ngombo."’ The term "quingombo" for okra still
exists in some Spanish speaking countries The English word okra, originally is derived
from Ghana's Twi language's term "nkruma."" Gumbo is not unique to New Orleans.
Variations of it can be found in various regions. The Yoruba peoples ofWest Africa also
have a dish similar to the "Creole" gumbo ofLouisiana.'^ In Brazil, a local dish called
"cururu” is similar to gumbo.In the Caribbean, a similar dish is called "callaloo" and in
Curucao it is called "giambo."” One of the kinds of "Creole" gumbo made in New
Orleans, is file gumbo. This gumbo used file, an ingredient which was acquired from
Louisiana's Native American inhabitants. File is made from the ground-up leaves of the
sassafras tree. The leaves are gathered and spread-out-to-dry and after it is placed in a
mortar to be pounded. File is a natural thickening agent and is used in some types of
’Gary B. Mills, The Forgotten People: Cane River's Creoles ofColor. (Baton
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"Creole" gumbo in New Orleans. Other popular "Creole" inspired dishes are court
bouillon (fish stew), crawfish bisque, shrimp etouffe, oyster stew and turtle soup. Mmiy of
these dishes were created out ofneed, because the early Afncan inhabitants had to
establish a steady and desirable diet; as well as supply food for the entire area.
The cultivation of rice began in Louisiana in the eighteenth century and ever since rice
has played an important role in the New Orleans' "Creole" diet. In New Orleans, red
beans and rice was the dish usually eaten by "Creoles" on Mondays. It is said that
"Creole" women cooked red beans and rice on Mondays because this was the usual day
for washing and cleaning.*^ The beans are cooked slowly and the enslaved Africans or
"Creole" housekeepers were able to do laundry while the beans were cooking. Another
important "Afro-Creole" inspired rice dish in New Orleans, is "jambalaya." It is in many
ways the New Orleans' "Creole" version of the Spanish "paella." Unlike "paella", which
uses saffron, the New Orleans' dish relies on tomatoes to provide flavoring and coloring.
Jambalaya also includes ingredients such as chicken, sausage and shrimp. This dish
developed from the need to create a dish from items that had been cleaned from the
kitchen. These dishes are also rooted in Africa, where rice and combinations of rice and
other ingredients are often cooked and prepared.
The diet ofan enslaved Afncan, in New Orleans, often consisted of a meal of rice and
beans, boiled in water.** Often rations were inadequate and Africans had to supplement
this diet with hunting and fishing.*^ One type ofjambalaya, which is an example of the





au congri."’* This is a rice dish similar to the "hoppin John" of the Southern United Sates.
"Congri" is also used in some "voodoo" ceremonies in New Orleans. "Congri" is also
found in several Latin American countries, where it is called "congris."” It is prepared
with black or kidney beans and it is sometimes called "morosy cristianos", "moors and
Christians", referring to the color of the beans and rice. This is also a popular dish in the
Caribbean and some parts of the United States. These are examples of the African
continuities in New Orleans "Afro-Creole" culture. Besides food these "Creoles" also use
folklore to distinguish themselves from other Afro-Americans in New Orleans.
New Orleans' "Afro-Creole" folk-tales are very similar New Orleans' cuisine. The
folk-tales contain characters and plots from folk-tales of African, European and Native
American origin. The tales of "Brer Rabbit", "Foolish John" and "Anansi" are just a few
of the folk-tales that exist "Creole" New Orleans.^ The tales of "Bouki”, the hyena and
"Lapin", the rabbit, attest to the African influence on "Creole" folklore in New Orleans.^’
"Bouki" comes from the Senegalese (Wolof) word meaning hyena, and is one of the most
visible characters in "Creole" folk-tales.“ In the proverb "Boufdfait Gombo, Lapin
mange li" (The stupid hyena makes gumbo, the rabbit eats it), as mentioned, "bouki" is a
Wolofword meaning "loud-mouthed, stupid" hyena.^ "Bouki" does not mean he-goat,
though this is the one of the ways it has been translated fromNew Orleans' "Creole"
‘*Ibid., 9.
’’GwendolynMidlo Hall, Africans in Colonial Louisiana: The Development of
Afro-Creole Culture In The Eighteenth Century. (Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State






folklore. There was also many "Creole" proverbs and "superstitions", that were also
influenced by African, French and Caribbean folklore. Here are some examples of
"Creole" "superstitions:"
"Cooking cabbage on New Year's day, means money for all."
"If a man is the first to cross the threshold on a Monday morning,
it is good luck for the household."
"Ifyour left eye itches, you are going to get a whipping or get into trouble."
"If a baby looks in a mirror before teething, he or she wiU take a long time
cutting his or her teeth; He or she may also become cross-eyed."
"If someone drops a fork, a hungry woman is coming to visit; if someone
drops a knife, a hungry man is coming."
"Ifyou sprinkle salt on two matches, it will stop raining."
"If a dog is howling outside, look out the window to see which way his
is pointing. If it points up, it means fire, if his head points down, it means death."
"If an unwanted guest comes to visit, place a broom in a shoe and hide it
behind the door, and the guest will leave; sprinkle salt and pepper on the
door-sill, and he or she will never return."^
New Orleans' "Creole" proverbs, display many African influences also. Proverbs were
employed by Africans to combat the conditions ofenslavement and plantation life.
Proverbs often play a decisive role in preserving culture and tradition among mobile
peoples. Proverbs were "handed-down" generations and were especially used for
instructing children. These are some examples of "Creole" proverbs:
"Even the monkey finds her child beautiful."
"A beautiful tignon does not make a beautifUl woman ofcolor."
"The fox does not reason with the chicken."
"Great to speak, little to do."
^Haskins, The Creoles ofColor. 122.
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"Ox who comes first always drinks clear water."
"When the tree falls, the goat climbs it."
"When one is very hungry, one does not peel the sweet potato."
"Set your type and then read it before you go,"
"The best swimmer is often drowned."
"With fine clothes one goes everywhere."^*
Also many "Creole" superstitions and proverbs involved the religion of "voodoo" as it is
called inNew Orleans. The roots of the "Creole" practice can be traced to Afnca. Many
documents attest to the survival ofAfiican religious practices in New Orleans, However,
New Orleans' "voodoo", as in many other areas of the Diaspora, is not the direct
continuation of an African religion. It is the syncretism ofAfiican and European theology,
practices and interpreted against the "backdrop" of enslavement and other conditions in
the Americas. One of the talisman or amulets used in "voodoo" ceremonies or rituals is
the "gris-gris."“ Some scholars claim that this word had roots in West Afiica. It is
derived from the Mande peoples of Senegal, where it is pronounced "gerregerys”^
Mande terms were most likely introduced into the area, by the earliest contingent of
enslaved Africans. "Creoles" also use language to distinguish themselves fi*om other
Afi-o-Americans in New Orleans. The cultural impact of the Afiicans brought to New
Orleans, during French colonization is engraved upon the very structure of language, as
well as in the history of its use. The Louisiana "Creole" language was created by enslaved
“Ibid., 123
“Hall, Africans In Colonial Louisiana. See pp. 163-196 for origins of the
"Afro-Creole" language in New Orleans.
“Ibid., 163.
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Africans brought to New Orleans and by their offspring. It belongs to a special group, the
Atlantic Creoles, which are languages created by the enslaved Africans who were brought
to the Americas.” These languages are markedly similar in grammatical structure, in
pronunciation, and in literal translations ofAfrican idioms.” Though the vocabulaiy is
largely that of the language of the respective European colonizers. Perhaps, these
languages arose from speakers ofpartially similar African languages, learning partially
similar European languages, under partially similar social conditions. However, there are
scholars who emphasize the contact among African peoples who speak different languages
and the development of "Creole" is rooted in the history of human contact, migration and
interaction.^
The vocabulary ofLouisiana Creole is overwhelmingly French in origin, but its
grammatical structure is largely African.*' Although a number ofAfrican words have
survived in Creole languages, this connection has not been systematically studied, except
in regard to Gullah and few other languages. Many linguists are of the view, that all
Creole languages were created during the first two decades, after the arrival ofenslaved
Africans. The early creation ofLouisiana Creole and its widespread use among
Euro-Americans as well as Afro-Americans, up until World War II, is strong evidence for
the strength of the African ingredient in Louisiana Creole culture. This widespread
survival ofLouisiana Creole until recent times and its use by individuals ofEuropean






impact upon "Africanizing” Louisiana and in particular New Orleans' culture. The choice
to speak a particular language and to adopt or retain speech patterns identified with a
given social group is an act ofcultural identity. Individuals both identify themselves and
identify with others by the language they speak and their usage of speech patterns.
Members of language communities share grammar, the structure of language and the
symbols representing thought as well as objects.^^ They share idioms, styles, and modes of
communication, including rhythm, intonation, gestures and vocabulary.^^ The use of
proverbs in speech, as well as their content, is crucial to socialization. Folk tales and song
lyrics are communicated in a particular language, and their meanings cannot be adequately
conveyed through translation.” Louisiana Creole became a vital part of the identity, not
only of Africans, but also many Europeans of all classes. They were seduced by its
rhythm, inotation, humor and imagination, adopted is as their preferred means of
communication.
In most immigration situations, the children of the first generation assist their parents in
communicating in the language of the new country. However, the Atlantic Creole
languages were created partially by both generations, enhancing the power and influence
of the Africans.^* The overwhelming majority of enslaved Africans who unwillingly
migrated to New Orleans, were from Senegambia. They shared familiar languages. It is
probably fair to conclude that the primary purpose for creating Louisiana Creole, was to






children, who spoke distinct African languages at home, to communicate with each other
in public. Except for the few cases ofAfricans who were tom away from their speech
community and had to adopt Creole in order to communicate with other Africans. Once
the language was created and widely spoken, the newly arrived enslaved Africans were
motivated to leam Creole, in order to communicate with the enslaved Creoles, as well as
Europeans. An individual's motivation for learning a foreign language could vary sharply,
depending upon: the size and availability of a social community using his or her native
language, the sociability of the person, the gifts the person had for learning languages and
his or her openness to people of other ethnic groups, languages and cultures.^
It has been established, through linguistic as well as historical evidence, that Louisiana
Creole was created in Louisiana and was not derived from Haitian, or other Caribbean
varieties ofFrench-based Creoles. The enslaved Africans who arrived in Louisiana, came
directly from Afiica. Arrival of enslaved Africans from the French islands was quite
limited. Yet, the Louisiana Creole may derive from a Portuguese-based pidgin, or trading
language, that developed in West Afiica. A pidgin is a contact language with a limited
vocabulary, allowing communication between two or more peoples speaking dissimilar
languages.^* A pidgin is not the primary language spoken by any people, it transforms into
Creole, when a new generation expands its vocabulary and adopts it as native tongue.’®
Some of the Louisiana Creole, it is argued, was influenced by Spanish or Portuguese







Portuguese-based pidgin, that had been replaced with French vocabulary in Senegal and
then brought to Louisiana. This pidgin had been spoken by a number of enslaved
Africans, who arrived in New Orleans during the early stages of the colony. The first
generation of "creolized” enslaved Afiicans, adopted this language as its mother tongue,
expanding and ''localizing" its vocabulary and also included Native American terms. The
later arriving enslaved Afiicans to New Orleans, learned Louisiana Creole, rather French
or Spanish. This Louisiana Creole eventually became the preferred language of
communication among all peoples in New Orleans. This Creole was the creation of
Afiicans from Senegal. Many of the Afiican languages are tonal. Rhythm as well as
tonality not only determine the meaning of individual words, but also play a major role in
grammar.'” This is present in Louisiana Creole. One of the ways in which this expressed
in Louisiana Creole, is through onomatopoeia, through words that imitate sounds.'*^
Patterns of rhythm and tonality in Louisiana Creole, might be linked to patterns ofmusical
expression, including the syncopation and jazz.
How does one account for the great resiliency of the "Afro-Creole" culture of
Louisiana and its broad impact upon people ofall classes and ethnic groups. Its creativity,
intelligence, wit, joyfulness, "musicality", poetic strain and reverence for beauty, makes
this culture inherently attractive. However, what is most important is its powerful,
universalistic trend. Senegambia had long been a crossroads of the world, where peoples
and cultures were amalgamated in the crucible ofwarfare, and in the rise and fall of




from Senegambia, as well as from other parts of Africa, was a willingness to add and
incorporate usefiil aspects of new cultures encountered. This attitude was highly
fimctional in a dangerous and chaotic world. New Orleans became another crossroads
where the river, the bayous and the sea served in aiding transportation. Even though
various European nations ruled, the "African World" continued to influence. The early
Africans tore down the barriers of language and culture among peoples in New Orleans,
and their spirit continues. The "Creoles" use this tradition passed down by their African
ancestors to disitinguish themselves from other Afro-Americans in New Orleans. Yet one
of the most important factors used by "Creoles" that has continued since the time of
African enslavement and the "free peoples of color" is the politics of "color."
Traditional Practices
Physical characteristics "play" a crucial role in New Orleans' "Afro-Creole"
community. A "Creole" is expected to be "light skinned", if not nearly European in
appearance, have "dark" but "non-kinky" hair and "keen" features. Traditionally, "Creole"
identity was partly derived from "racial mixture" in a person's physical appearance. Such
as "dark skin" and "straight hair", or "wide" nose, "fair" skin and "curly" hair. To exclude
oneself from other "fair complexioned" Afro-Americans, who moved into the area after
emancipation, Catholicism and adoption ofFrench culture, was decisive in determining
who is "Creole. In New Orleans' Afro-American community, one who may be "fair" in
"complexion", yet have African "phenotypes", perhaps may not be classified as "Creole."
Virgina R. Dominguez, While byDefinition. (New Brunswick, NJ; Rutgers
University Press, 1986), 132.
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However, if someone is of a "darker complexion", but have "straight hair" and European
"phenotypes" would more readily be classified as "Creole."
As mentioned Catholicism was a factor in identification of a "Creole" person. Even
though segregation existed in the Catholic church, there was strong "Creole" presence and
influence in New Orleans' Catholic churches.*” For one to be Catholic in New Orleans'
Afro-American community, ofi;en brings instant status. Certain churches catered only to
the "Creole" community. Catholic education was encouraged for young "Creole" men and
women. Schools were established and maintained for such a purpose. As mentioned, the
Sisters of the Holy Family were established for the purpose ofeducating young "women of
color" and they later started Saint Mary's Academy for young women.**^ This school
continues to serve New Orleans' Afro-American community. Other schools for "Creole"
young persons in New Orleans were Xavier Prepatory High and Saint Augustine High.^
Saint Augustine Kgh is a school for young men and Xavier Prepatory was co-educational,
now it is a school for young women. The Catholic Order that founded Xavier Prepatory,
also founded New Orleans' Xavier University in 1917 and is the only Catholic historically
Afro-American University in the United States.**^ Also Straight University which was
established in 1915 for the purpose of educating Afi-o-Americans and later became Dillard
University in 1935, also educated many "Creoles" in New Orleans.*** Which churches and
parishes, that one belongs, also carries a certain social status. The first Catholic parish
^'Ibid., 132.
** Sr. Audrey Marie Detiege. Henriette: Free Woman ofColor. (New Orleans:
Sisters of the Holy Family, 1976), 3.
**Gehman, Free People OfColor. See pp. 111-118 for discussion on contemporary




established by "Ajfro-Creoles" in New Orleans, is Saint Joan ofArk/*’ Later parishes
founded by "Affo-Creoles" are Corpus Christi, Saint Peter Claver and Saint Leo the
Great. The Knights ofPeter Claver, a national fraternal organization ofAfro-American
Catholic men, is headquartered in New Orleans. Besides establishing churches and
parishes, "Creoles" ofNew Orleans, also established their own neighborhoods.
The Seventh Ward neighborhood ofNew Orleans is considered the "Creole" area of
the city.*® "Afro-Creole" culture and identity continues in the Seventh Ward, even though
many non-"Creoles" now reside in the area. However, this location grew out ofthe
tradition of "Creoles" residing in downtown New Orleans and other Afro-Americans
residing in uptown New Orleans. "Creoles" established the Seventh Ward area, after the
CivilWar.*' Initially, the area was where many Euro-American men, maintained
"separate" "Afro-Creole" families. Eventually, the majority of "Creoles" who located to
the area were highly skilled architects, carpenters, brick-masons and iron workers.*^ This
was a continuation of the skills, that were "passed down" since the days of the "free
people of color." "Creoles" who had been trained and educated in France, upon their
return to New Orleans, settled in the Seventh Ward. As the employment prospects for
Afro-Americans changed, the New Orleans' "Creoles" shifted their occupations in
accordance with their "elite" status. "Creoles" tended to evolve from the traditional
skilled trades and migrated to "professional" jobs in education or bureaucratic jobs.**
'•’Ibid., 112.






Religion, neighborhoods, education, occupations and physical appearance, have all
been employed by New Orleans' "Creole" population, to distinguish themselves from other
Afro-Americans. "Creoles" have built a strong legacy in New Orleans of social clubs and
organizations, such as the "Autocrat Club" and the "Original Illinois Club."” These clubs
were primarily organized by "Creole" professionals and men who were employed for the
U.S. postal service or as Pullman and sleeping car porters. These clubs made it a practice
to exclude those who were "too dark" or whom were not from the Seventh Ward. At
various "Creole" social gatherings, one would often find a brown paper bag or a fine tooth
comb or both, being held by persons at the door. Ifone was "darker" than the color of the
bag, or one's hair could not pass through the "teeth" of the comb, then he or she could not
enter.” "Creole" parents were often against their children dating men or women, who
were not from a "Creole" family. Traditionally, "lighter" "Creoles", wanted their offspring
to many similar "Creoles" with "light skin." "Darker" "Creoles" attempted to marry their
offspring to "lighter" "Creoles." Even among New Orleans' "Creoles" many socio-cultural
functions such as meetings, parties and church, were divided by the "color" of one's skin.
When one considers the talents and skills of thousands upon thousands of "free people
of color" and their "Creole" descendants who have left New Orleans and Louisiana
through the centuries, seeking acceptance and equality in other countries and parts of the
U S, the figure is staggering. These people have met success elsewhere, in almost every
profession. Some even continue a relationship withNew Orieans. There appear to be few




migrated in large numbers in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, such as Haiti, Cuba,
Mexico and France.’* "Creole" communities exist in several parts of the United States,
whom have and more recent connections to New Orleans. The largest outside New
Orleans is in Los Angeles, California, where many families migrated.’’ Some originally
were part of the contingent ofpersons who founded and built Los Angeles. However, the
first large migrations were in the late 1930s and early 1940s, because ofwartime industries
that were hiring in California.’* Also in the late 1940s and early 1950s, as Afro-Americans
sought refuge from segregation in Louisiana.”
The Sunset Limited, a train that still runs the two thousand between New Orleans and
Los Angeles, became a line of communication for many years.*® "Creoles" working on the
train would describe the "promised land" of Southern California to fnends and family in
New Orleans, and news from both cities was transmitted by train workers. In the 1950s,
there was even a part ofLos Angeles, called "Little New Orleans."** There were shops
and other businesses, that continued many of the traditional "Creole" trades and industries,
that catered to "Creoles" back in New Orleans. Currently, the "Creole" community in Los
Angeles, has moved throughout the city and their community has become more diverse.
However, family ties remain strong, efforts are made to socialize with people of like
heritage throughout the year. There is an annual reunion ofNew Orleans' "Creoles" in





*®Gehman, Free People OfColor. 118.
**Ibid., 118.
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Pockets ofNew Orleans based "Creole” families can be found on other parts of
California and the United States at large. In the early twentieth century, northern cities
like Chicago, St.Louis and New York, became home to many "Creole" musicians from
New Orleans.® Also many "Creoles" moved north to for employment in the many
factories as well as to escape segregation ans some to even "pass for white." As with the
migration to California, trains provided transportation, jobs and an ongoing
communication system with these cities and New Orleans. Steamboats and later cargo
ships also lured many workers into jobs, that took them north on a regular basis. Most of
these "Creole" families are presently well assimilated into Afro-American communities in
these various cities.
In recent years there have been signs of a modest reverse migration, with children and
grandchildren of "Creoles" returning to New Orleans. Many experience a comfort, that
they claim is not present in their home area. The future of the descendants of "free people
of color" as a distinct group is uncertain. The challenge is to preserve their unique cultural
heritage in a way, that continues to have meaning to younger "Creoles." Presently, more
so than ever, they run the risk ofbeing referred to as separatists and elitist, when they
attempt to continue their traditional socio-cultural practices. Many "Creoles" have begun
an effort to promote "Creole Nationalism", in an effort to preserve their particular
peoples.® There is an attempt on part of some "Creoles" to seek government legislation,
that will recognize "Creoles" as a distinct ethnic group.®
®Ibid., 118.
®Aline St. Julien, Colored Creole: Color Conflict And Confusion In New Orleans.
(New Orleans: Ahidiana Work Study Center, 1987), 10.
®Ibid., 10.
74
In conclusion, it can be said that the "intra-ethnic" struggle which exist in New Orleans
is just a result of a larger problem. Systematically Africans globally, have suffered as a
result of a value system, which does not "value" them. Everything which is associated
wth being African is considered negative and inferior. So it would only be obvious, that
such ideology, would permeate the Afro-American community. It is said that "a house
divided can never stand long" and as long as the African community, not just in New
Orleans, but as a whole is divided, then it will always struggle to grow and prosper.
The classification by any African in current society as being "Creole" is perhaps an
example of "self-hated." To actually revere a term, which is was used to classify enslaved
Africans and to use it to exert one's superiority, is inappropriate and inaccurate.
Unfortunately, even in research and studies concerning the topic of "Afro-Creoles" in New
Orleans, the image is still romanticized. It seems that persons, still avoid the obvious, that
there is only one race, the human race. Hopefully, individuals will continue to further the
investigation of the subject and bring about a resolution, so that there may be unity in New
Orleans' Afro-American community and, its politics of "color."
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